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ABSTRACT 
 
This study seeks to analyse how genres shape the way in which religion is represented 
in Malaysian ‘Islamic’ films. It is interesting to study how Malaysian filmmakers 
represent Islam, because Malaysia is a multi ethnic and religious country with a rising 
film industry and Islam as the official religion of the state. This thesis examines how 
film’s generic conventions act as meaning-making tools, contributing to different 
representations of Islam and gender. The thesis employs narrative analysis to analyse 
the structure of plots and construction of meaning in the films. A total of 13 recent 
Islamic films were selected, and the analyses illustrate how the films construct 
different representations of Islam through the genres of horror, comedy, melodrama 
and art house. A key narrative feature of all the films analysed is the centrality of the 
life quest of the main protagonist. However, this quest takes significantly different 
forms in the diverse genres, casting religion and gender rather differently. In the 
various genres, the life quest may centre around perpetual punishment for worldly or 
superstitious desires, ‘happy ending’ reward for abandonment of material and 
Western values, enduring of gendered hardships which reflecting both obedience and 
strength, and contradictory exposing and forgiving violence. This thesis discusses 
how religious and gendered subjectivities are made and remade in the intersection 
between Western conventions of cinematic genres and the specific cultural, religious 
and political context of Malaysia. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This study examines how Islam is represented in Malaysian film. This endeavour is 
inspired by the work of Lina Khatib (2006) in her analysis of how Hollywood and 
Egyptian cinema represent the Middle East, which has been perceived in the West as 
a place of conflict. Therefore, analysing how Malaysian films represent Islam 
illuminates how a part of ‘the East’ represents itself and conveys voices from the non-
Western world. It is particularly interesting to study how Malaysian filmmakers 
represent Islam, because Malaysia has a multicultural population that contributes 
towards its cultural and religious diversity together with Islam as the official religion 
of the state. The Malaysian film industry is also vibrant within the region and 
produces an average of 36 to 40 films annually, or approximately 590 films from 
2000 until early December 2016 (available data via www.finas.gov.my). These 
productions include films, which are described as ‘Islamic’. 
 This thesis analyses the representation of Islam in Malaysian films that are 
described as Islamic and seeks to answer the following questions:  
• How is Islam being represented in Malaysian Islamic films?  
• How is gender being represented in Malaysian Islamic films?  
• Do different genres or types of Islamic film shape the representation, and 
if so, how?  
 
In terms of research methodology, a narrative analysis will be used to answer these 
questions, as it helps to identify the narrative structure of the films and also facilitates 
the investigation of how and what Islam signifies in the representation. It is useful to 
note that although Malaysia is a multiracial society, the films are largely 
monocultural, so the films are in Malay language and the plots involve mainly the 
Malay community, Malay culture and Islamic religion. This situation originates from 
the beginning of the Malaysian film industry - started around the 1930s - and is 
recognised as the Malay film production  (a detail discussion will be in chapter 2). 
Since the early Malay cinema, which initially dominated by the Shaw Brothers and 
later Cathay Studio, hundreds of Malay language films have been produced until 
today (White, 1996; Hassan, 2012, 2013). Mahyuddin and Lee (2014) highlight that 
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not only the Malaysian film industry is a popular national cinema, but is also 
recognised as a ‘Malay cinema’ from several points of view: firstly, producing Malay 
language films in a multi-ethnic society; and secondly, the subject matter and themes 
of these films are also merely about the Malays, while other ethnic groups remain 
underrepresented (ibid, p.3).  
 In the context of the Malay film industry and its connection with the local 
socio-cultural, political, and the system of belief, this study will explore the different 
ways in which various film genres represent Islam and religious values as well as 
gender, and how these representations are supporting or contradicting particular 
social, cultural and political agendas and motives. This exploration also reveals 
diversity in the representations of Islam and/or religion in Malaysian Islamic films, 
including criticism of the Islamic values that are being represented, what the 
challenges are to Islam, and how Islam is being positioned in diverse narrative 
structures.  
 Another presupposition of the study is that the diversity in the narratives stems 
in part from the characteristics of different film genres. Dunn (2005, p.125) explains 
that genre is perceived ideologically, as constraining interpretation and limiting the 
available meanings of the text. As narrative and genre operate simultaneously in film, 
analysing genres provides an understanding of how the different genres of the 
selected films represent Islam. An analysis by Branston (2006) shows that broad 
patterns of social change could be examined in different genres. For example, 
analyses of crime fiction or the Western have demonstrated that these genres change 
historically, which can reveal information about political and social change: i.e. the 
transformation in attitudes towards crime and punishment (ibid, p.45). In a similar 
manner, Malaysian horror narratives articulate moral stories by affirming Islamic 
principles, and at the same time reflect the stereotypical representations of gender. 
However, the art house films (analysed in Chapter 6) both trouble and embrace the 
teachings of Islam/religion in the Malaysian society; hence encouraging audiences to 
acknowledge different ways of understanding religion.  
 
Contributions to knowledge 
The thesis provides two main contributions to the existing knowledge. The first 
contribution relates to the first two research questions: “How is Islam being 
represented in Malaysian Islamic films?” and “How is gender being represented in in 
xiii 
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
Malaysian Islamic films?” Throughout the thesis and in the film analyses, I exemplify 
how the representation of Islam/religion and its morality and values is different from 
genre to genre. In examining the films of different genres – horror, comedy, 
melodrama, and art house - the analysis identifies the representation of Islam and 
religious traditions as a conflict between affirming traditional Malay beliefs (e.g. 
witch-hood) and Islamic allusions (e.g hijab and verses of the Quran), which ends 
with a call for morality. Although horror films represent the female as a monster and 
evil spirits, melodrama enhances the depiction of women who represent stability and 
embrace spiritual strength. As for the art house (chapter 6), the films portrayed create 
the opportunity for audiences to recognise different ways to understand race and 
religion, and empowering the female position within the norm of the socially 
subordinate condition of women. Hence, the thesis explores how the films modify or 
hybridise classical film genres, and how these genres guide the way in which the 
films represent religion and gender in the Malay context.   
The second contribution relates to the third research question: “Do different 
genres or types of Islamic film shape the representation, and if so, how?” In the film 
analyses, I show how genre shapes the representation through an apparent 
contradictory dynamic, by which on the one side the use of genres such as horror, 
comedy and melodrama provides elements of continuity with the conventions of 
Western film genres, but on the other side it also enables the breaking of particular 
genre conventions through its adaptation to the specific cultural, social, political, and 
religious context of Malaysia. The thesis also demonstrates the crucial role of the 
system of beliefs in creating both the boundaries and the opportunities for this work 
of adaptation and reframing of genres within the Malaysian context. As the film 
analysis shows, in fact, the adaptation of the genres under examination responds to 
the need of turning conventions from Western film into something that is meaningful 
within the particular religious context of Malaysia. This is particularly evident in the 
Malaysian horror films examined in Chapter 3, since horror is a genre that has 
especially to do with the supernatural and with people's systems of beliefs (Walsh-
Pasulka, 2005); but it can be clearly observed also in films of the other genres, as 
demonstrated in the analysis provided in chapters 4, 5 and 6. 
Also, the analysis of art films in chapter 6 demonstrates that transnational 
cinema involves a complex process of exchange and dialogue, rather than a linear 
transference from Western to non-Western film traditions (or from non-Western to 
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Western film). Thus the thesis illuminates a plurality of patterns of transnational 
exchanges between different film traditions, within which genre emerges not only as a 
means to employ patterns and conventions in a different national, social, cultural 
context, but also as condition for innovation and for the development of distinctive 
Malaysian approaches to the cinematic art.   
In addition, the thesis contributes to literature on Malaysian Islamic cinema. 
The intersection between film and Islam has sparked debate among industry and in 
the media, mainly about whether or not Malaysian films adhere to Islamic principles 
(for example in Rosmawati, Mohd Salleh, Mohd Nizam & Muhamad Sham, 2011; 
Norman, 2013a). In this context, Rosmawati et.al (2011) analysed films as a medium 
for da’wah (preaching) and specifically focused on religious dramas. Based on the 
analysis of the films Syurga Cinta (Paradise of Love, 2009) and Muallaf (The 
Convert, 2009), which will also be examined in this thesis, they argued that neither of 
the films were in line with the true Islamic da’wah but revolved around love and life 
conflicts. Also, Muallaf was described as embracing liberal religion and the authors 
suggested this would cause Muslims to be influenced by religious freedom 
(Rosmawati et al., 2011, p.73).  
On another note, the Malaysian Islamic cinema is generally defined by the 
films’ external aspects including themes, values and outlook (Norman, 2013a, p.2). 
This external element refers mainly to the visible presentation on screen such as the 
wearing of hijab or covering the aurat (body) of female protagonists, or issues of 
halal (permitted) and haram (non-permitted) actions according to the Islamic law 
(Shari’ah law). However, Islamic cinema should be utilised to illustrate and addresses 
Islamic teachings and principles in a subtle and mind-provoking style (ibid). 
This thesis takes a different approach, opening up another angle on Malaysian 
Islamic cinema. I draw on and contribute to research that has examined Malaysian 
cinema, such as melodrama (for example in Stivens, 1998; Fuziah Kartini & Faridah, 
2004; Khoo, 2006a, 2006b; Hassan, 2013, Norman, 2011, 2013b, Hanita, 2011, 2015) 
and horror (as discussed in Lee & Sarata, 2016; Ng, 2014, 2009; Mohd Zohdi Amin, 
Ishak Suliaman, Husniyah Salaeh, Mohamed Akhiruddin Ibrahim & Azlina Mohamed 
Nor, 2014; Norman, 2013b; Nicholas & Kline, 2010; Tan, 2010; Khoo, 2006b; Van 
Der Heide, 2002), from critical feminist and cultural perspectives. My specific 
contribution to this body of research lies in the examination of how film texts, in this 
case films that can be described as Islamic, use and modify genres to represent 
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religion and gender within particular context. Rather than evaluating whether these 
films adhere to religions conventions, I argue that understandings of Islamic cinema 
should also emerge from the analysis of the contradiction and continuity of film texts 
across genre and culture. Therefore, the contextual setting of the films has helped to 
shape a different representation of Islam and gender, which are influenced by 
classical genres but at the same time hybridise and rewrite genres. 
  
Films analysed 
The main aim of the study is to examine the representation of Islam in ‘Islamic’ films 
in the Malaysian context. Therefore, it is essential to predetermine the criteria for film 
selection that reflect this aim. The criteria for film selection are based on several 
points of reference. First, the range of films selected for this study has been narrowed 
down to films produced between 2004 and 2013. This time frame is marked by 
several important events, which have directly and indirectly affected Malaysia and the 
local film industry. Among others, the formulation of the National Film Policy in 
2005 aimed to facilitate the Malaysian film industry in various aspects of its film 
production and for local films to be distributed to the international market. The 
September 11 (2001) tragedy in New York has also affected Muslims in Malaysia, 
although it has not greatly influenced its internal politics. Following 9/11, which 
fuelled various negative images of Islam in the Western media, the Malaysian film 
industry began to actively produce a number of films that featured Islam as the central 
theme.   
 Most of the films selected for the study were labeled as “Islamic” by the film 
producers and supported by the classifications from FINAS (National Film 
Development Corporation Malaysia). However, I also included films, which were not 
officially labelled as ‘Islamic”, but where the title and the storyline of the film 
foregrounded Islamic beliefs and values (for example, the titles Khurafat (the 
superstition), Muallaf (convert) and Al-hijab (the partition)). Since the presupposition 
of the thesis is that different genres of film tend to produce different representations, a 
balanced selection of films belonging to diverse and popular genres has been chosen. 
This thesis attempts to analyse a number of commercially successful romance, 
comedy, horror and art films that were released from 2004 to 2013. These films are 
limited to a number of films that are produced in Malay language, as there are no 
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Islamic films being produced in other language except for the art films (Chapter 6), 
which are produced in mixed language of Malay and English.  In addition, a selection 
of art house films have been included in the sample, both to provide contrast to the 
other films and genres and because the selected art house films also significantly 
reflect on Islam as a religion.  
 Based on these selection criteria, a total of 13 films have been identified as 
being pertinent to this study. Four of them (Syurga Cinta/Paradise of Love, 2009; 7 
Petala Cinta/7 Folds of Love, 2012; Salam Cinta/The Greetings of Love, 2012; 
Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang!/Ustaz, I’m Coming!, 2013;) are labelled as Islamic 
films by referring to classifications from FINAS, while the rest are referred to as 
melodrama (Nur Kasih The Movie, 2011), art house (Sepet/Slit Eyes, 2004; 
Gubra/Anxiety, 2006; Muallaf, 2008; Talentime/Talent Show, 2009), comedy 
(Ngangkung/An obsession with the lottery, 2010) and horror (Al-Hijab/The Partition, 
2011; Khurafat/The Superstition, 2011, Niyang Rapik, 2010).  The thesis focuses on 
Islamic films because these types of films display a direct connection between the 
role of religion and religious traditions and the Malaysian social, cultural and political 
condition. Although representation of gender was not the focus of the thesis 
originally, it became another major theme or dimension of the research, as the work 
progressed.  
 
Outline of the chapters 
In what follows, chapter 1 outlines the conceptual framework underpinning the thesis, 
drawing on concepts of representation and genre, including a discussion on Islamic 
cinema. Chapter 2 discusses the social context within which the films analysed are 
being produced i.e. the contemporary social-political situation in Malaysia and the 
past and present of its film industry. Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6 constitute the analytical 
core of the thesis, focusing on the genres of horror, comedy, melodrama, and arthouse 
films respectively.  
On the whole, this thesis discovers both differences and convergences 
between the representations of Islam/religion and morality in Malaysian films. 
Specifically, the genres in Malaysian film also reflect the hybridity of the local 
cultural practices and the Islamisation process, Westernisation and capitalist system, 
as well as the diverse ethnic communities in Malaysia.  Therefore, the research shows 
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that the different genres of Malaysian ‘Islamic’ films represent Islam differently, 
reflecting on the social and political contradictions in Malaysia.  
 
CHAPTER 1  1  
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CHAPTER 1 
 
Screening Islam: The Conceptual Framework 
 
1.1 Introduction 
The aim of this thesis is to examine how specific cinematic genres shape the way in 
which Islam and gender are represented in Malaysian ‘Islamic’ films. This chapter 
outlines the conceptual framework underpinning the thesis, first discussing genre 
theory in the transnational context, then defining or discussing various definitions of 
Islamic film and concluding with a discussion of representation of gender in general 
and in the context of Islam and Malaysia in particular. In a broad way, the thesis is 
grounded in the idea that language, including cinematic language, is always political 
and interlaced with power. Stuart Hall (1982, p.69) notes, “language and 
symbolisation lead to the politics of signification, involving an ideological power to 
signify events in particular ways.” He uses the example of an industrial dispute, 
which could be signified as a threat to the country’s economy (Hall, 1982). Thus, 
signification acknowledges that “language” consists of an intersection between 
power, the events (i.e. issues), the thoughts (i.e. expression of ideas) and a set of 
signs (i.e. words, sound and image) in a meaning production, which was termed by 
Hall (1997, p. 19) as representation. In this thesis I will examine how specific 
cinematic genres, in the Malaysian ‘Islamic cinema’, signify or represent religion 
and gender in specific ways, articulating specific social and political agendas. 
 
1.2 Genre conventions in film narrative 
Genre refers to a recognisable grouping, sub-set or a distinctive type of text that is 
used widely in various discourses including rhetoric, literature, media theory, as well 
as linguistic studies (Chandler, 1997, p.1). As one of the principal ways in which 
audiences, producers and critics routinely classify media (Branston, 2006, p.44), 
genre encompasses classic elements of text such as stories, rhetoric and signification 
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that are drawn upon in the creation of individual media texts. Film genres, like their 
literary counterparts, “are categories, ways of explaining the world, which are 
believed to function like predictable machines that the human being will be able to 
wholly control” (Deleyto, 2011, p.221). Theorists like Neale and Altman propose a 
definition of genre that emphasises the filmic text as a set of meanings that 
contributes to and establishes the meaning of another (Altman, 1999; Deleyto, 
2011). This means the film genre allows an understanding of the multiple meanings 
of a film text from a particular cultural context i.e. the film’s origin. Therefore, 
genre works as a process, as a marketing strategy, and as an aesthetic and 
ideological tool (Deleyto, 2011) that serves as a creative tool for generating dramatic 
effects in media texts (Branston, 2006) including film.  
 The cinema, or film, which is understood as being part of the commodities of 
‘popular culture’, provides a platform for exploring the multiplicity of genre, as it 
appears in mass-produced generic fiction and art in general (Neale, 1990, p. 194). 
By this, Deleyto (2011) raises the issue of ‘genre belonging’, which deals with the 
traditional view of genres as film groups and simultaneously facilitates in making 
references about a particular film’s type and characteristics, such as horror, comedy, 
melodrama, and Western films. The genre characteristic also allows critics to 
recognise, appreciate and articulate similarities and differences among films, which 
also echoes Grant’s (2007, p.80) account that genre films feature standard ways of 
representing gender, class, race, ethnicity, and as this thesis shows, also religion. 
This section underlines the idea that the key features, which distinguish 
genres, are not only the characteristics inherent in the films themselves, but also the 
set of cultural conventions that we collectively believe it to maintain (Tudor, 1973, 
p.7). Genre is a social construction, and subject to a constant negotiation and re-
formulation (Tudor, 1989; 1973), however, as noted by Cherry (2009, p.24) even if 
the boundaries of genres are blurred (or shift as they do with horror) the members of 
a culture still know and recognise a horror film when they see one. The fundamental 
identification of genre films stands on their formulaic and repetitive qualities, as in 
the case of the endings in comedy and tragedy, i.e. the purgation of fear and pity 
aroused through the actions of a tragic hero set against the ‘misfortunate’ characters 
to stimulate the humorous appeal in the narrative (Grant, 2007, p.4). Such a formula 
enables the films to establish genre criticism, an approach that sees films as 
providing the social documents that are the link between the art product, its source 
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and its audience (Gledhill, 2007, p.253). The interlink between the three parties (of 
art product or film, the source and the audience) provides a framework of structuring 
rules, i.e. in the shape of patterns/forms/styles/structures, which supervise and guide 
the work of filmmakers and the work of reading by an audience (ibid). Gledhill 
(2007, p.253) adds that this genre framework facilitates genre analysis, which looks 
for repetitions and variations between films and has been developed as a more a tool 
for understanding popular cinema.  
In the light of film genre as the transmitter of meaning, and to explore the 
ways in which different genres exploit the features and characteristics of the 
narrative in film, an approach in the Russian formalist vein is useful as genres can 
each involve a ‘dominant’ (or dominating) aesthetic device (or ideological element) 
(Neale, 1990, p.198). While the repetitive and stereotypical aspects of genres are 
important in promoting the film’s narrative, Neale underlines that this ‘dominant’ 
view suggests that particular genres can be characterised not only by the given 
elements, devices, and features that occur, but they also function as the items, which 
play an overall organising role in the narrative. For example, the devices of 
suspense, narrative digression, and the iconography of the ‘monster’ or ghost are 
dominant in the thriller and horror genres (ibid, p.198). However, genres can also 
involve the incorporation of other elements, exemplified by the intertwining of 
horror-comedy in the film Ngangkung (2010; which will be discussed in the 
analysis). As it is in a constant process of negotiation and change (emphasised by 
Buckingham, 1993, cited in Chandler, 1997, p.3), genre can be seen as responding to 
social, political and economic conditions, i.e. as an instrument of social control, 
which reproduces the dominant idea through film.  
The analysis of film genre has concerned itself with the relationships 
between the film text and the expectations that spectators bring with them to the 
cinema (i.e. their understanding and response) during the course of the viewing 
process (Neale, 1990). In this research, I will focus on genre for two reasons. First, 
analysing genre helps to make sense of how genre based cinematic conventions 
shape the way in which Malaysian films represent religion and gender, drawing on 
the Western popular forms of horror, comedy, melodrama and art house. Second, 
Malaysian films also raise questions about the applicability of Western notions of 
genre in the global context and helps to unpack how Malaysian films hybridise and 
re-invent the forms.  
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Indeed, investigating Malaysian film under the lens of genre helps to 
highlight an apparent contradiction that characterises the circulation of genre 
conventions across different national, cultural, and linguistic contexts. On the one 
side, in fact, genre conventions provide recurring patterns that enable the emergence 
of a degree of homogeneity across different cultures, as movies are produced and 
received under conventions that might be, to a certain extent, common to very 
different contexts. On the other side, however, the same genre conventions are 
constantly challenged, rediscussed, and ultimately rewritten in the specific national, 
cultural and linguistic spaces where the films are set. This apparent contradiction, as 
the analysis of the films will show, is something that happens even at the level of a 
single filmic text: a movie, in fact, might employ established conventions of genre at 
the same time as it challenges and rewrites them. Likewise, at the level of 
transnational migrations (Chung & Diffrient, 2015) between genres, one can 
recognise how genres provide ground both for continuity between different film 
cultures –e.g. when particular patterns are employed that characterise horror movies 
in different contexts–, as well as for change –e.g. as the same patterns are modified 
and adapted by a series of films produced within a specific culture. In this sense, the 
coexistence of continuity and change in the circulation of genre conventions should 
be considered not as a contradiction, but as an inherent characteristic of the way in 
which genre functions and produces meaning.  
 
1.2.1 Horror, comedy, melodrama, and art house in the transnational 
context 
The work of genre conventions in filmic text are not only the characteristics inherent 
in the films themselves but also shaped by the set of cultural conventions within 
which the films are made. This section will highlight the four genres that will be 
examined in this thesis and illustrate the way these genres are conforming to the 
Western generic convention, and then reformulated and rewritten in the Malaysian 
context, thus, introducing the tropes and themes that produces contextual meaning. 
As emphasised by Tudor (1989; 1973) in the previous section that genre is a social 
construction, and subject to a constant negotiation and re-formulation, it is 
observable that film tends to connect its narrative to specific forms and context 
rather than affirming the universality of a specific genre (Chandler, 1997, p.5-6). 
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 The horror genre usually demonstrates how tension, fear, anxiety and sadism 
are constantly at play, and in most cases, create life-threatening experiences (Wells, 
2000, p.10-11). Wells (ibid) adds that these elements bring chaos to what was 
previously a known and highly controlled environment, which typically refers to the 
society in which the film is watched (p.10). David Cronenberg, a renown Canadian 
filmmaker, describes horror as “the genre of confrontation” (in Stone, 2001, p.3) and 
the threat of the supernatural in horror fiction may well appear from three sources: 
(1) that which has died or is able to reach us from beyond the grave (ghosts, 
reincarnations, mummies, zombies, and vampires), (2) witchcraft and sorcery, and 
(3) the demonic and the Satanic (Stone, 2001, p.3). The Malaysian horror films 
continue to apply the generic features of Western horror, which predominantly 
highlight the ‘clashes’ between humans and supernatural beings. For the Malaysian 
horror, the sense of fear and the threatening event is depicted primarily through the 
portrayal of the legendary horror image of the pontianak (the female vampire in 
Malaysian literature and folk tale), a primary source of horror in Malay films. This 
depiction of Pontianak as the iconic Malaysian monster figure, interweaves the 
supernatural element with local traditional systems of belief (i.e. Malay traditional 
beliefs), hence giving rise to the hybridisation of genre that disrupts genre 
definitions of horror. The depiction of pontianak or ghost (known as hantu in 
Malay) as a source of frightfulness in the Malay horror film intersects in complex 
ways with the system of belief of the society.  
 The intersections in the Malay horrors, which will be analysed later (in 
chapter 3), are rearticulating the genre by incorporating Islamic values and 
symbolisms into characters’ behaviour, their struggles and beliefs, intermeshing the 
transnational genre with Islamic themes and traditional Malay beliefs about using 
supernatural powers to obtain women, fame and fortune. The horror film is very 
popular among Malay mainstream audiences. For example, Khurafat (The 
Superstition; dir. Shamsul Yusof), which was released in January 2011, has 
successfully earned 8.08 million (Ringgit Malaysia) and this marks the highest 
revenue collection for a Malaysian horror film. The appearance of female vengeful 
spirits and their acts in the Pontianak series and other horror films seems to conform 
to the work that is associated with the representation of the maternal figure and 
abjection (a detailed discussion will be given in Chapter Three). As a popular genre, 
the Malaysian horror narrative has also progressed and shifted; from the Pontianak 
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representations, to the battle between tradition and modernity in more recent horror 
films, such as in the films Al-Hijab (The Partition; 2011, dir. Pierre Andre) and 
Niyang Rapik (2010, dir. Ahmad Idham) (a detailed analysis for each film will be 
discussed in Chapter Three). Therefore, apart from horror simply employing fear, 
Malaysian Islamic horror films illustrate moral narratives over traditional beliefs and 
practices as well as behaviours which are deemed to be immoral and contradict the 
teaching of Islam.  
Turning now on comedy, is not necessarily merely a ‘light’ and ‘amusing’ 
media genre, even if it is generally marked by a happy ending and reconciliation, a 
non-tragic theme or motif, and also by its concern with the representation of 
everyday life (Neale & Krutnik, 1990; Lewis, 2002; Norman, 2004). Lewis (2002, 
p.155) observes that jokes, laughter, irony, the unexpected, are all examples of the 
rhetorical tradition of comedic expression. For example, classical cinema in its 
earliest days was always interested in Shakespearean comedy and its adaptation to 
moving pictures, including the notable comedies A Midsummer Night’s Dream (the 
earliest film production was in 1909) and Twelfth Night (1910) (Rothwell, 1999, p.6-
7). Comedy, through a Shakespearean lens, involves finding love and being fooled 
because of love, but in the end people are able to retain some measure of sense 
(Hubler, 1964).  
Looking at the comedy genre, it is one of a popular generic label in the 
marketing of Malay movies. Dating back to the 1950s in Malay film production, the 
comedies by the legendary director/actor P.Ramlee have paved the way for the 
popularity of comedy among Malaysian audiences of all ages and ethnicities. The 
classical comedy has been localized by accentuating class issues, commonly 
challenging and criticising the Malay feudal system, for example in the purba 
(period) comedies, Musang Berjanggut (The Bearded Fox, 1959) and Nujum Pak 
Belalang (Pak Belalang, The Fortune-Teller’, 1959), which were loosely adapted 
from humorous folktales about the Malay sultans (Amir, 2010). The 1970s and 
1980s comedies such as Keluarga Si-Comat (Family of Si-Comat, 1975), Panglima 
Badul (The Warrior, Badul, 1978), Adik Manja (Cutie Pie, 1979), and Si Badol 
(1980) are considered as simple family comedies, but are also commercially 
successful films (Hassan, 2013, p.105-107).  
From the classical features of film comedy, these following films portray a 
mixture of genre characteristics and Islamic narrative (which will be discussed in 
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detail in Chapter Four): Syurga Cinta (Paradise of Love, 2009, by Ahmad Idham), 
Ngangkung (2010, by Ismail Bob Hashim) and Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! 
(Ustaz, I’m Coming!, 2013, by Pierre Andre). If the majority of classical P.Ramlee’s 
comedies highlighted class issues that often criticised the Malays i.e. the feudal 
system and the economic struggle of the working class, the selected comedies for 
this study highlight extend the criticism in a different plot setting. In brief, these 
comedies depict the main male protagonists’ quest of desires (for fame and fortune), 
which has caused them to drift away from the path of morality. The protagonists are 
criticised them for committing actions that are deemed immoral and against Islamic 
religious principles, which lead to the climax of confrontations, either between the 
main male characters and spirits (Ngangkung), or because of human actions (in 
Syurga Cinta and Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang!). The endings of these films 
exhibit the use of comedy to soften the criticism towards misguided characters rather 
that to be condemned as in horror narratives. The plot brings the closure which 
suggests that religion (i.e. Islam) and its moral path serve to “manage disagreement 
or conflict, celebrating the collective and ultimately promoting social cohesion 
through the articulation of commonly agreed values, roles and obligations” (Wright, 
2007, p. 14); a resolution that proposes an ideal way of life.  
 Next, in positioning melodrama as a cinematic mode of expression, the 
international film industry uses the category to denote dramas involving the passions 
– hence crime melodrama, psychological melodrama, family melodrama, and 
closely related are two further categories, the woman’s film and romantic 
melodrama (Gledhill, 2007, p.316). Besides, Gledhill’s argument that melodrama 
constitutes a ‘mode’ or ‘style’ crossing a range of different periods and forms is 
persuasive. Seen as the women’s genre and with respect to the representation of 
women, there are repeated themes, trends, and stereotypes driven by male visual 
pleasure (ibid). Dönmez-Colin (2004) discusses the representation of women in 
several Muslim countries’ cinema for example Turkish and Iranian cinema. For 
example, the depiction of women as prostitute (sex worker) in the film has 
illustrated the depiction of the “fallen” woman from the early years of Turkish 
cinema in the 1970s. The film The Clutch (dir. Sedat Semavi, 1971), which showed 
the first “fallen woman” in Turkish cinema (p.21), identifies two motives for films 
that feature prostitution or sex work: firstly, they legalise women’s naked bodies, as 
sex on screen is meant to satisfy the fantasies of male viewers; and secondly, these 
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films send moral lessons to chaste family women, because “bad” women in films are 
inevitably punished (Dönmez-Colin, 2004). Similarly in central Asian film, most of 
the female characters are depicted as victims and objectified for erotic purposes 
(Deacy & Ortiz, 2008). 
What has also influenced the framework and the essence of the film studies’ 
description of melodrama was the gender-specific appeal to women (Hanita, 2011, 
p.34). In general, Malaysian melodramas also subscribe to the generic conventions 
that revolve around heterosexual relationships, gender and power relations, and 
specifically, female endurance and sacrifice in relationships (a detailed discussion 
will be given in Chapter Five). Given that these are Islamic melodramas, i.e. Nur 
Kasih the Movie (dir. Kabir Bhatia, 2011), Salam Cinta (Greeting of Love; dir. 
Azhari Zain, 2012) and 7 Petala Cinta (7 Folds of Love; dir. Azhari Zain, 2012), 
these films extend their narrative by emphasising on the female suffering, endurance 
and sacrifice in relationships through the main female protagonists (e.g. Nur’s 
endurance in Nur kasih the Movie; Saida’s suffering in 7 Fold of Love). Whilst these 
female protagonists’ were portrayed as enduring life’s struggle and suffering, these 
melodramas also highlight an active role for women as the moral bearer that appeals 
for the return to the path of morality, which brings the narrative closure of 
submission to God.  
In a contemporary Malaysia setting, the common reason for looking at genre 
in films is that they also continue to serve as ‘a means for initiating dialogue about 
potentially controversial and contentious cultural issues’ (Norman, 2013b, p.7). 
Recent examples in the ‘art films’ (which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Six) 
by the prolific, yet controversial, director, the late Yasmin Ahmad, highlight critical 
representations of religion, ethnicity, and gender within a multicultural setting in 
Malaysia. From the sequel of Sepet (Slit Eyes, 2004) and Gubra (Anxiety, 2006), to 
Muallaf (The Convert, 2008), and Talentime (Talent Show, 2009), these films have 
garnered criticisms from the local conservative media and critics, as the narratives 
are deemed to be ‘too liberal’ and ‘unrealistic’, ‘unnecessarily’ challenging to the 
dominant status quo of Islam and the Malays (Norman, 2011; Lee, 2015). Fusing 
melodramatic storytelling with art house – the interlink between stylistic 
presentations i.e. the director’s art vision with the unconventional patterns of plot 
structure - with the utilisation of female protagonists like Orked (in Sepet), Ani (in 
Muallaf), and Melur (in Talentime), these art films represent characters who are 
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embracing the practice of Islam, but at the same time challenge gender roles and 
criticise taboo actions in Malaysia, such as domestic violence, patriarchal 
domination, racism and inter-ethnic relationships. Through the artistic visualisation 
by the ‘author’ (i.e. director’s storytelling style), the narratives portrayed continues 
to deal with the “real” subject matter (as emphasised in Bordwell, 1985, p.206) and 
to challenge the status of women in the Malay-Muslim society in Malaysia. This 
transformation from the western genre allows the Malaysian art house to 
acknowledge the greater domestic role of women and, in the end, ‘redefined’ their 
privilege as a member of the society.  
Looking at how Malaysian films represent Islam and religion, as well as 
gender depiction from the lens of genres such as horror, melodrama, comedy and art 
house and how they produce meaning will allow this analysis, therefore, to grasp the 
significance of film in creating transnational and transcultural dialogues that enable 
both continuity and change across different national, cultural, and linguistic 
contexts. 
 
1.3 Representation of Islam in film 
Numerous critical media studies have demonstrated that Muslims are generally 
represented negatively in media (Akbarzadeh & Smith, 2005; Gardels, 2006; Abu-
Lughod, 2006; Hussain, 2010). Windschuttle (2000), in his review of Said’s work on 
Orientalism (originally published in 1978), emphasised that Orientalism - known as 
the traditional body of scholarship on ‘the East’ - leads the West to see Islamic 
culture as static in both time and place, as "eternal, uniform, and incapable of 
defining itself" (2000, p. 2). Although Said discusses Orientalism mainly with 
respect to literary works, the discourse also permeates various art forms including 
film. Understanding Orientalism is relevant to this study, particularly in establishing 
a connection between the discourse and the power to represent someone or 
something in certain ways, including the exercise of cultural or symbolic power 
through representational practices (Hall, 1997). Orientalism underlines the 
importance of understanding different representations of Islam and Muslims in the 
media. Hence, Said (2003) elaborates that what is commonly circulated is not the 
‘truth’, but representations. Khatib (2006, p.5) reiterates this notion of representation 
that the Orient (irrational, undeveloped, inferior) is represented as opposite of the 
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Occident or the West (rational, developed, superior) in US films on Middle East 
politics. As a relation of power between the ruling and the dominated, cinematic 
representation is a political activity (as emphasised in Said, 2003), taking place both 
locally as well as globally.  
 The focus of this thesis is on the representations of Islam in film, and this 
research draws on Hall’s (1982) discussion of the discourses of representation and 
power. Primarily, a way to understand the connection between representation and 
power is illustrated through the process of encoding and decoding media messages 
into texts by the audience members; and later the meanings they take from them 
reflect their social roles and identities, which may influence the interpretations of the 
audiences (Hall, 1982). As different individuals can interpret cultural products 
differently, the medium is not merely reproducing ‘reality’ but defines it, so that 
selective definitions of ‘the real’ are represented (Hall, 1982, p.64). Hall also 
elaborates that representation implies an active work of selecting and presenting, of 
structuring and shaping, i.e. not only transmitting an already-existing meaning, but 
making things mean. It is the practice of meaning production that is being defined as 
a ‘signifying practice’, with the media as a signifying agent (ibid, p. 64). In a similar 
concern about representing Islam and its principles in the media, Hussain (2010, 
p.64) emphasises that, “until Muslims become more involved in television and film, 
we will leave the telling of our own stories to others. As such, while we can and 
should protest against inaccurate descriptions, we also cannot expect others to tell 
our stories in the ways that we would like them to be told.” Hence, the ‘telling’ 
process, which is invoked via the cinematic text, is important for this study in order 
to explore how local filmmakers signify Islam in their narratives.  
 Grant (2007, p.80) asserts that the intersection between race, gender and 
genre could exemplify the way films are utilising genre to articulate their 
representation of meaning. Drawing from the case of Hollywood popularity, the era 
involving the 1980s to the 1990s has witnessed that many films were almost 
exclusively the cultural property of a white male consciousness, the centre from 
which any difference regarding race, gender, and sexuality was defined and 
marginalised (ibid). In an action film like the big hit, Die Hard (1988, dir. John 
McTiernan), for example, it was white men who performed both the heroic and the 
criminal deeds and who drove the narrative. The film revolves around the police 
officer John McClane (played by Bruce Willis), as he takes on a group of highly 
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organised criminals led by Hans Gruber (played by Alan Rickman) (ibid). The 
narrative utilises not only a recognisable, generic, action-packed convention, which 
articulates masculinity and reasserts male power and privilege, but also illuminates 
the white male power, superiority, and prowess to accomplish the mission (Grant, 
2007, p.80).  
The stereotypes of race and ethnicity are also common in popular Hollywood 
action films like True Lies (1994, dir. James Cameron) and The Siege (1998, dir. 
Edward Zwick). As Grant (2007, p.90) points out about these stereotypes, the Arab 
characters in True Lies are depicted as terrorists and have captured the white male 
protagonist (played by Arnold Schwarzenegger) and his family. Since the action 
film has developed into a distinct genre – commonly involving physical fights, 
explosions, stunts, and chases – and as True Lies ends with the triumph of white 
superiority and power (ibid), the film illuminates the linkage between genre and its 
ideological function in the narrative. Therefore, genre critics hold that the narrative – 
in its broader form of literary and cinematic work – can serve as a form of societal 
self-expression or operation of power that directly addresses the society’s 
constitutive contradictions (Altman, 1999, p.26; Gillespie, 2006). 
It is noticeable that the way the Western films represent Islam and Muslims, 
as discussed above, are generally negative and pessimistic. However, this study is 
not examining the representation of Islam in a Western film, but intends to examine 
how the ‘East’ represents itself; as emphasised by Khatib (2006, p.4) that “... it is 
more crucial to see how the East or the ‘Orient’ represents itself.” Therefore, the 
next section will discuss the emerging ‘movement’ of Islamic film production in 
order to discover both continuity and change in this specific context. 
 
1.3.1 Cinema in Islamic countries and ‘Islamic’ cinema 
The emergence of Islamic cinema has shaped film production in Muslim countries. 
In the Muslim majority world, the role of religion in social and community life has 
changed and developed but never receded (Van Nieuwkerk, 2008, p.174), and Islam 
has been a common feature in Malay films. In Malaysian Islamic cinema, Islam is 
often depicted as one of the narrative features of resistance to non-Islamic or the 
Western decadent influence, advocating the Islamic principle of ‘enjoining good and 
forbidding wrong’ (in Arabic known as ammar ma’ruf nahi mungkar). Van 
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Nieuwkerk (ibid) in her discussion on creating an Islamic cultural sphere from 
Middle Eastern perspective, examine views of several religious scholars towards a 
more relaxed and accepting position of art and entertainment within the limits of 
religious sensibilities. Moderate scholars such as Yusuf Al-Qaradhawi and the lay 
preacher Amr Khaled did not consider music in itself haram (forbidden). Instead, 
scholars acknowledged that respectful art and entertainment can promote Muslim 
lifestyles and the God-given talents should be used to express core religious values 
(Van Nieuwkerk, 2008, p.171; Al-Qaradhawi, 1926). Enhancing this, Turner (2006, 
p.179) sees that films use representational conventions and repertoires available 
within the culture in order to make something fresh but familiar, new but generic, 
individual but representative.  
 This study focuses on Malaysian Islamic cinema, acknowledging that the 
definition of Islamic film is contentious and varied. According to Ahmad Nuril 
(2012, p.2), definitions of Islamic film vary as Muslim societies may have a set of 
ideas about what is Islamic and not Islamic in films. Since ideas about what is 
Islamic are primarily discursive and subject to many religious, social, economic, and 
political discourses (ibid), the notion of Islamic film is ideologically contested, i.e. 
there are different versions of Islamic film globally and – as will also be seen – in 
Malaysia. As for Malaysia while Islam is the main religion, there are also other 
major religions like Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism. Therefore, it is a 
challenge for filmmakers to create a sense of understanding of ones’ religion as a 
form of unity, particularly in the multicultural setting like Malaysia (Mazni, Suria 
Hani, Mohd Faizal & Noor Adzrah, 2010, p.184).  
 Because definitions of Islamic cinema are multiple and therefore inherently 
problematic, it is only by looking at the specific religious and cultural context of 
Malaysia that we can find useful insights to define the subject area for this thesis. 
Historically, the process of Islamisation and the establishment of Islamist 
movements within society, which started in the Middle Eastern region, have raised 
concerns about Islamism as an ideology for social and political movements 
(Mozzafari, 2009; Ismail, 2006). Issues of morality are also a part of the Islamisation 
process of society and state institutions, as different domains of social life are 
invested with the signs and symbols associated with Islamic cultural traditions: for 
example, the principles of Islamic economics (Ismail, 2004, p.616). Apart from the 
political benefits, the Islamists’ engagement in the Islamisation process also exposes 
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their web of activities, which exists in various public spaces (ibid), including the 
social and cultural domains.  
 From a political point of view, a process of Islamisation of society is 
sometimes believed to be completed only when the existing political system of the 
country is replaced with an—usually undefined—Islamic one (Woltering, 2002, 
p.1133). Ideally, such a replacement would result in an ‘Islamic state’ (ibid). 
Although this desired result is rarely satisfactorily defined, and the proposed road 
towards it varies with each separate Islamist group, the implementation of shari’a 
(Islamic law) is an almost constant factor in the advocated goal of Islamisation 
(Woltering, 2002, p.1134). In the case of Malaysia, the dynamics of Islamisation 
process have arisen in the past three decades (Abbott & Gregorios-Pippas, 2010, 
p.135). The prevalent explanation for this dynamic has been the political 
competition between the United Malay National Organization (UMNO) and the 
Islamic opposition party, Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS), since the early 1980s 
(Abbott & Gregorios-Pippas, 2010; Liow, 2004). This battle of gaining recognition 
of a ‘more’ and ‘better’ Islam for Malaysia has actually produced a far more 
dynamic perception of state and society by Islamist culture in which the formal and 
informal influences of Islam on Malaysian society have deepened (Stark, 2005; 
Abbott & Gregorios-Pippas, 2010). Following this political and socioeconomic rise 
in various public spaces, the process of ‘Islamisation’ or ‘pietization’ of culture also 
emerges and could be exemplified through the Islamists’ engagement with the social 
practices of popular culture.   
 As a cultural product, therefore, a film is regarded in Malaysia as being 
significant to disseminate the brand of Islam. Research in other national contexts 
with similar political and religious situation has addressed this process, providing 
fruitful ground for conducting this study. Discussions on the Islamisation of culture 
through films can be explored in several works of literature by film scholars 
(Dönmez-Colin, 2004; Armbrust, 2002; Naficy, 2012). For example, the affiliation 
between Islamists and film from an Iranian perspective has marked the beginning of 
the ‘Islamicization’ process that concerns full control by the government of cultural 
and social activities (Naficy, 2012). The term ‘Islamist’, Naficy adds, is neither 
militantly political nor the Islamic cinema upholding the ruling religious ideology. It 
has explicitly supported government ideology and has some doctrinal features, 
including an early film by Mohsen Makhmalbaf, entitled Nasuh’s Repentance 
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(Towbeh-ye Nasuh, produced in 1983) which narrates Loft Ali Khan (the main 
character) into the frame of Islamic moralising. However, Islamist politics and 
Islamic values, as well as resistance to them, are inscribed into the movies in various 
degrees and forms, leading to diverse film types (ibid, p.172). This is something, as 
we will see in the analysis, that also characterises Malaysian Islamic cinema: in fact, 
the way in which a specific filmic text engages with Islam and Islamism is variable, 
and while Islamic films can be recognised as pertaining to a wide category of films 
that engage with Islamic religious themes, the particular ways in which such 
engagement occurs varies, and should be traced through and within the analysis of 
each specific film. Similarly, every characterisation of Islamic cinema should 
recognise that elements of continuity between the Malaysian Islamic films, which 
will be the subject of analysis, forcefully co-exist with variations and individual 
approaches to Islamic and religious themes, which need to be identified and 
discussed in reference to each specific film. 
In another account, the Turkish cinema establishes ‘Islamist cinema’ under 
the banner of national cinema (milli sinema) (Dönmez-Colin, 2004, p.87). The films 
convey ‘nationalist’ stories that incorporate religious messages within the 
framework of commercial considerations, which started in Turkish cinema in the 
1970s (ibid, p.87). Based on several (Turkish) films (for example Crossing Roads, 
1971 by Yucel Cakmali; Abdullah of Minye, 1990; You Are Not Alone, 1990 by 
Mesut Ucakan), Islamist films are centred on several features, including the 
exploitation of the typical ‘love interest’ formula occurring between an innocent 
traditional person and a degenerate modern one, which generally ends with the 
discovery of the true path by the modern person. The films also narrate the 
sufferings of men dedicated to Islam, and raise issues of transnational Muslim 
brotherhood including international conflicts, in which Muslims seem to be the 
targeted victims. These have lead the way for a new upsurge of religious films  (ibid, 
p. 88-89). Later in the 1990s, beyaz cinema (white cinema) has been called the new 
zeal for on-screen religious propaganda which champions the cause of devout 
Muslims within a secular state (Dönmez-Colin, 2004, p.88; Wright, 2007).  
Another similar trend under the label of ‘Islamic cinema’ surfaces in the 
Southeast Asia region, which has witnessed several films incorporate religious based 
themes into their storylines. Hoesterey and Clark (2012) discuss the concept of 
filmic art using the term Islamic cinema based on an Indonesian perspective. They 
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are known in Indonesia as “film religi (religious films), film kearab-araban 
(‘‘Arabised’’ films) or film Islami (Islamic films), and these films are said to 
‘‘breathe Islam’’ (bernafaskan Islam) (ibid, p.208). Hoesterey and Clark (2012) also 
claim that the Islami film genre articulates forms of aspirational piety that resonate 
with the anxieties, desires and frustrations of middle-class Muslims in Indonesia (p. 
208). Besides, Ekky Imanjaya (2009) proposed that it is also essential for Islamic 
film to engage a deeper impact on audiences at a spiritual level, hence guiding 
people towards doing good and strengthening their faith. In the same way, Alicia 
(2015, p.401) suggests that the film genre is meant to inspire a better understanding 
of Islam and empathy for its adherents.  
The attempt to define Islamic film applies to the Malaysian context as well. 
In fact, regulators, producers, and filmmakers working on Malaysian Islamic cinema 
have been inspired, as the analysis will show, by similar goals and concerns. The 
Malaysian cinema has experienced various trends in filmmaking over the last 10 
years. The production of Islamic films is also seen as the response of the Malaysian 
cinema (and television) industry to the Islamisation process (Norman, 2013b, p.256-
257). Some views from the Malaysian film analysts suggest that Islamic film is to 
convey a message of self-surrender, obedience and belief in Allah (Naim, 2010, 
p.13-14), or essentially serves the purpose of spreading the da’wah (preaching); 
enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong (Rosmawati et.al, 2011). 
However, Norman (ibid) contested these notions and claimed that the term “Islamic 
film’ is still vague in its definition and aim. He claims that the understanding of 
what constitutes ‘Islamic’ film may vary from one filmmaker to another, and that it 
is open to diverse interpretations, opinions, and contestation (ibid). The term 
‘Islamic film’ may itself imply different meanings, agendas, and scopes concerning 
the relationship between cinema and Islam, as well as the continuity across national 
and culture. Besides, it can be referred to a type of film movement by, or about, 
Muslims, a form of subjectivity defined in adjectival terms with ‘Islam’ or ‘Muslim’ 
as the master signifier (Norman, 2013a, p. 3).  
Malaysian cinema has also witnessed efforts made by several Malay 
filmmakers to present their version of Islamic films, mainly by adapting Islamic 
values and morality in their films (a detailed analysis and discussion in Chapter 
Three until Six). The film Semerah Padi (The Village of Semerah Padi, dir. 
P.Ramlee, 1956), for instance, is recognised as being one of the earliest films to 
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portray the spirit of Islam (Mustafa A.R., 2012), particularly in the storyline that 
touches on the fundamental teaching of Islam i.e. morality and submission to the one 
God, as well as social norms, traditions and also the traditional Malay songs and 
dance; which represent the celebration of the Malay culture. In brief, Semerah Padi 
revolves around the characters of Teruna (literally a young, unmarried man), Dara 
(literally a virgin, young woman), and Aduka. Teruna and Aduka are best friends, 
but without their knowledge, both men fall in love with the same woman, Dara (the 
daughter of the village headman); Dara’s parents want her to marry Teruna. The 
village has been attacked by a group of people, who take vengeance on the village 
headman, and they kidnap Dara. As Aduka is in charge of safeguarding the village, 
he manages to save Dara from being sexually assaulted by the kidnapper and takes 
the unconscious Dara to a hut for shelter. However, her desire for him eventually 
results in them having intercourse. After the incidence is over, Teruna finds out 
about Aduka and Dara, but he forgives them. However, the village headman (Dara’s 
father) sentences them to 100 strokes each of the rotan (caning) for committing 
adultery – punishment that is done publicly to both protagonists in accordance to the 
Islamic law; later, Aduka and Dara are finally married. As the highlight of the film 
concerns the adultery and punishment of Dara and Aduka, the scene appears didactic 
and affirms the value of Islam in upholding the moral and social order (Van Der 
Heide, 2002, p.187). On the other hand, the film represents strong condemnation of 
adultery, which not only against the Islamic value, but also in maintaining the 
society’s social order. In his final note, the headman of Semerah Padi warns the 
villagers about their loyalty to the village and, most importantly, to the teachings of 
Islam.  
Interestingly, the event of public caning in Muallaf (2008) contrasts with 
Semerah Padi, as Muallaf’s classroom caning situation (Mrs. Siva is caning Ana 
because Ana answered the teacher with some verses of the Quran – not answering 
the question at all) raises an issue of institutionalised violence (e.g. school caning). 
The recent work in the film Khurafat (The Superstition, 2011; dir. Shamsul Yusof) 
and Maut (Death, 2009; dir. Bade Haji Azmi) for instance, have used the genre of 
horror to represents the notion of the Islamic feqh (Islamic jurisprudence) to the 
audience. In both films, the narrative is concerns with the concept of what is right 
and wrong as well as sustaining the akidah (ties) of a Muslim.  
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In summary, while Islamic cinema defies strict definitions as such, a 
tradition of films that engage programmatically with Islamic themes can be 
identified in Malaysia, as well as in other countries. It is crucial, however, to 
acknowledge the richness and multiplicity of the films grouped under this label. As 
films may engage emotions or morality in many ways, the variety of interpretations 
of ‘Islamist’ and later ‘Islamic cinema’ suggests that they can appear in various 
popular genres including horror, comedy and melodrama and art house. In view of 
the ability for Islamic film to emerge in various genres, this study examines the 
intersection of genre and Islamic film in Malaysia, mainly by exploring how 
different genres of Islamic films represent religion differently. On the one hand, the 
films may incorporate traditional Islamic principles and then affirm them as a 
process of morality and submission to God. But on the other hand, incongruities 
occur and the films may portray trajectories which are against traditional notions of 
morality, thus representing a contradiction as well as challenging for an alternative 
brand of Islam in the film.  
The understanding of what constitute an Islamic film should not only involve 
the visible text presentation on screen i.e. the physical appearance or dress of the 
characters, its calling for self-surrender, obedience and belief in Allah or only serve 
the purpose of spreading the da’wah (preaching) (e.g. a straightforward moral 
narrative in Syurga Cinta). Equally important, the category of Islamic film should be 
extended as a type of film, which intends to engage in narrative that emphasise 
strong religious and moral values through the utilisation of film genres and features 
such as plot, character, space and time. Whether it is made by, or about Islam and 
Muslim, the contradiction and continuity of film texts across genre and culture have 
informed that there is also a construct of a differently inflected version of Islamic 
cinema. The notion of ‘embracing and troubling’ religion such as in film Gubra 
(2006) and Muallaf (2008, both films dir. Yasmin Ahmad; details in chapter six) 
criticises society for being uncaring toward the ‘fallen women’ i.e. sex worker and 
problematises the public caning in an educational institution.  
Therefore, this study seeks to explore the relationship between genre 
conventions and representations of Islam from a position that argues that morality 
represents an integral aspect of faith and of conduct, but, simultaneously challenges 
this virtuous consensus and offers diversities in the representations of Islam on-
screen. Also, there is a different representation of gender, which will be discussed in 
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the next section, which can be exemplified through horror and melodrama films in 
this study, as these genres could provide an example of differences in Islamic 
cinema. Gender in horror represents a conversion narrative of male protagonist as 
well as female-passivity and tends to highlight female characters as monstrous 
creatures or hantu. Women in (Malaysian) Islamic melodramas, however, represent 
the coexistence between stable characters in enduring hardships and keeping their 
faith, and yet are not presented as the main character in a family.  
 
1.4 Representation of gender in film 
To understand the representation of gender in Malaysian Islamic cinema, it is useful 
to start off with exploring feminist film theory and criticism prominently from the 
Western discourse. According to Smelik (2007, p.491), cinema is taken by feminists 
to be a cultural practice that represents myths about women and femininity as well 
as about men and masculinity. In light of the manifestation of power in a society, 
Shohat (1991, p.669) notes that Western cinema not only inherited and disseminated 
colonial discourse, but also created a system of domination through monopolistic 
control of film distribution and exhibition in much of Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America. Thus, the early Hollywood cinema is prominent for its stereotypical 
representation of gender, specifically of women in terms of subjectivity and desire 
(Smelik, 2016, 2007), subjugation of female sexuality (Gledhill, 2007), women as 
monsters or victims (Creed, 1986), and ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ (Mulvey, 1975, p.19; 
1989). Nelmes (2012, p.261) adds that the earliest Hollywood portrays femininity as 
a spectacle, and masculinity represents a sign and a performance. However, this 
signification has been recognised as more complex in recent studies, particularly in 
what Nelmes (ibid) argues as understanding the sexuality and gender, as well as 
ambiguity and anxiety with regards to masculinity.   
 Mulvey (1975, p.16) through her prominent work of Visual Pleasure and 
Narrative Cinema argues that cinema offers a possible number of pleasures. Among 
others, a circumstance in which looking itself is a pleasure, just as in a reverse 
formation, there is a pleasure in being looked at. Termed as ‘scopophilia’, which a 
borrowed term from psychoanalysis, Mulvey explains the impact of this pleasure 
which allows audience to not only seen what is manifestly shown on screen, but 
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provides an illusion of looking into a world beyond film. Therefore, in relation to the 
depiction of women on screen, they are represented to be in their exhibitionist role, 
being looked at and displayed for their strong voyeuristic visual and erotic impact to 
connote ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ (1975, p.19), which in turn may cause oppression. It 
is manifestly shown in the narrative structure of traditional cinema which establishes 
the male character as active and powerful i.e. he is the main agent around whom the 
dramatic action unfolds and the look gets organised. For the female character, they 
are always passive and powerless i.e. she is an object for male character’s desire. As 
a structure that functions on the axis of activity and passivity, this binary of pleasure 
is gendered (Smelik, 2007, p. 491).  
From a semiotic point of view, the utilisation of images and symbols also 
represent a specific but veiled meaning. Feminist film theory argues that cinema 
passes of the sign “woman” as natural or realistic, while it is in fact a structure, 
code, or convention carrying an ideological meaning (Smelik, 2016, p.2). For 
example, horror film underlines the discourse of female monstrosity as an account of 
fear of and hostility towards women, either as monsters or victims (Jancovich, 2002, 
p. 15). The male characters appear to be active protagonists, constantly facing trials 
and tribulations as well as being the ones that need to make moral decisions. The 
film reinforces the ‘passive (suffering)’ (Freeland, 1996, p.744) female character 
that is hardly transformed into an active role in the narrative.   
 While feminists have convincingly exposed western culture as male-
dominated, this has not automatically produced a feminist theory of male 
subjectivity and sexuality (Smelik, 2007, p.3). However, in her recent work, Smelik 
(2016, p.2) reveals that masculinity studies in 1990s addressed questions about the 
eroticization of the male body as erotic object. The notion of female spectacle has 
such strong connotation that for a male performer to be put on display threatens his 
very masculinity (ibid, p. 3). Similarly, the image of the male body as the object of a 
– male or female – look is traditionally fraught with ambivalences, repressions, and 
denials (Smelik, 2016, p.3). Cook (1982, p.39) discusses masculinity by taking an 
example from a classic Hollywood sport action film Raging Bull (1980, dir. Martin 
Scorsese). The film, which revolves around the life and struggle of a middleweight 
boxer, evokes action and violence not only to represent masculinity in action but at 
the same time to signify a critique of masculinity (ibid). Neale’s (1993, p.18,152) 
study on ‘Masculinity as Spectacle’ argues for the need to acknowledge eroticism 
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and spectacle of the masculine image in terms of identification, voyeuristic looking, 
as well as fetishistic representation; similarly as looking at femininity. Adding to 
this discussion, Peberdy (2011, p.9) relates masculinity with the notion of 
performance, which refers to men performing angst and actors performing emotion 
according to codes and conventions; on- and off-screen performance that contributes 
to the construction of socio-cultural discourse and screen personas.    
 Although scholar argues that the relationship of Islam to cinema is an 
ambivalent one (Donmez-Colin, 2004, p.7), the stereotype representations of gender 
on-screen have always invited a debate. Back to the theory of gender, defining the 
male as ‘norm’ and the female as ‘other’ may be valid in a particular classical 
Hollywood cinema (Nelmes, 2012). However, if gender is a social construction, then 
the gender constructions in film are not absolute and are subject to change (ibid, p. 
285).  
 Whilst the above literature has illustrated the representation of gender in 
Western films, it is useful once again to connect the discussion with the Malaysian 
Islamic film on the basis of coexistence and continuity of gender depiction in 
Western films, and the way the Malaysian films adapted them in the contextual 
narrative. Although the traditional narrative structure is inherently gendered for 
emphasising a typical role between female and male characters, it is interesting and 
at the same time important to examine whether films in Malaysian cinema continue 
to disseminate this gender binary in a variety of film genres.  
 
1.5 Analysing film narrative 
In reading a film, the narrative structure highlights the intended meaning and 
subsequently allows us to understand the plot presentation. According to Lacey 
(2000), film narrative presents information in a connected sequence of events, from 
the most basic linear narrative sequence (ibid, p.13) to non-linear storytelling. 
Franzosi (1998) has pointed out that the temporal ordering of events in the story is a 
necessary but not sufficient condition for the emergence of a story (p. 520-521). In 
line with this narrative indication, the narrative analysis allows this study to unpack 
genres and examine how religion and gender are represented in the film.  
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 Challenging the division between good and bad literature, Barthes 
(1997/1966) describes narrative as international, trans-historical, and trans-cultural; 
it is simply there, like life itself and is present in every genre, at every age, place and 
in every society (Gillespie, 2006, p.86). Thus, film and its narrative are analysable 
on the basis of their inherent form and structure, although the structure is not 
immediately visible in itself (Elsaesser & Buckland, 2002). This thesis emphasises 
narrative analysis, as it is vital to understand the flow of the story or plots in order to 
identify the particular ways of making the whole storytelling process a success 
(Gillespie, 2006). The flow of storytelling will result in the meaning making of the 
film, as Ryan and Lenos (2012) indicate, “all movies contain meanings of this sort 
that are historical, political, cultural, psychological, social and economic. Movies 
refer to the world in which they are made in a variety of ways” (2012, p. 6). 
Therefore, narrative analysis is important for this study in order to understand the 
power of narrative in shaping perceptions of reality, as well as in reflecting and 
communicating continuities and changes of perceptions within society (Gillespie, 
2006). In the same way, this study assumes that the analysis will demonstrate how 
the narratives signify Islam in films. 
 
1.5.1 Narrative analysis 
The author of the narrative (whether in the literary text, cinema or theatrical work) 
“can arrange the incidents in the story in a great many ways, observing the 
chronological sequence, distorting it, using messengers or flashback, and so forth” 
(Chatman, 1978, p. 43), and determines how this arrangement helps the audience to 
see the film in the whole storytelling. Table 1 below summarises the analysis that 
will be applied in this research. The following section provides brief descriptions of 
each step in the analysis. 
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Table 1: Steps in the analysis and the expected data to be obtained 
Steps in the analysis Expected data to be obtained 
Analysing the narrative 
structure 
Narrative structure for each film. Data obtained is related 
to genre, as different genres often have specific narrative 
structures. 
Investigating the 
meanings in the films 
Analysing how different narrative structures highlight the 
meaning of Islam in the storytelling, particularly through 
the juxtaposition of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ or ‘villains’ and 
‘helpers’. 
The representation of 
meaning 
Discussion of the representations of how films view Islam 
and the religious themes in the narrative. 
 
The analysis begins by examining the narrative structure to identify the sequence of 
the plot for each film. A proposed narrative structure is adapted from the plot 
schema shown in the following Table 2 (Gillespie 2006, p. 97, expanded from 
Todorov’s narrative pattern). 
 
Table 2: Plot structure  
Exposition 
 
The initial equilibrium, a state of normality, stability, social order 
(the introduction/beginning of the story) 
Disruption 
 
A causal event by an agent of change, creates a de-equilibrium, 
creating a problem or a quest 
Complication 
 
A series of obstacles occur 
Climax 
 
Dramatic highpoint of the conflict, excitement or tension; 
followed by release 
Resolution 
and closure 
The main protagonist resolves the problem, obtains their goal and 
fulfills their desire; this instigates a revised equilibrium as the 
story ends 
 
At this stage, the structure will help to identify how Islam is represented in the 
sequence of the film and also to guide the representation of the analysis. By 
identifying the structure, it will enable an assessment of the way the text is similar to 
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and different from the generic template (Lacey, 2000): for example drama, thriller or 
romantic comedy (based on the selected films). The narrative details that will be 
analysed in the structure include the following: a) the presentation of causality (plot 
and characters), b) time (order, duration and frequency), and, c) space (mise-en-
scène). 
The process of investigating the meanings in the films can be reiterated from 
the representation concept proposed by Hall (1982), which illustrates the work of 
signifying events in a particular way via media texts. The narrative mapping process 
will help to analyse the structure of the films, which has also been guided by the 
generic type of film. The process then will identify the ideas or themes related to 
Islam that are being represented in the narrative structure, which later might suggest 
a particular structure in the representation of Islam in Malaysian films. By mapping 
the narrative structure of different genres, this will reveal particular features as well 
as creating certain meanings, including meanings that serve the interests of power 
(Gillespie, 2006, p.82-83). The meaning discussion might be focused on the quest 
structure that highlight the meaning of Islam in the storytelling, particularly through 
the juxtaposition of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ as well as ‘villains’ and ‘helpers’; hence, 
together they determine the ‘politics’ of the film.  
 
1.6 Conclusion  
Films carry different meanings and signify different meanings to different viewers. 
This chapter has explored the ways in which conceptual frameworks regarding 
representation, genre, religion, and gender in film are mapped and shape the 
narrative. This chapter has also introduced the brief concept of genre and its 
conventions as a guiding point for the analytical discussions in Chapters Three to 
Six. Besides, it has outlined the discourse of film and religion, which focuses on the 
subject of religion, specifically Islam, and on the question of how films represents 
and balance the diverse dimensions of community, social and political involvement, 
myth and adat, and spirituality.  
It is intended that the analysis of narrative structure and meaning will 
facilitate an understanding of how a particular film represents Islam as well as 
gender in the Malaysian Islamic films, and identifying some of the styles involved in 
contemporary Malaysian film-making, which the study seeks to explore further. The 
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next chapter will provide an overview of the Malaysian film industry and its 
contextual setting, which functions as the basis of this research. As the discussion 
will be divided into two parts, the contextual setting of Malaysia incorporates 
elements that illustrate its socio-economic, cultural and political structure. This 
discourse includes matters pertaining to ethnicity and the Islamisation process that 
has occurred in the country and its connection to issues of national cinema, 
censorship policies, and the emergence of alternative or independent filmmakers in 
contemporary Malaysian filmmaking. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
Context for the study: Malaysia and the Malay film 
industry 
 
2.1 Introduction 
The aim in this chapter is to provide a brief account of the Malaysian scenario, 
particularly the film industry, which functions as the contextual basis of this 
research. The first part of the chapter describes elements that illustrate the socio-
economic, cultural and political structure within Malaysia, which includes matters 
pertaining to ethnicity and the Islamisation process that has occurred at the 
multilevel structure of government and society in the country. The second part of 
this chapter describes the situation surrounding the Malaysian film industry, which 
incorporates issues of national cinema, censorship policies, and the emergence of 
alternative or independent filmmakers in the contemporary Malaysian film industry, 
This overview of the socio-historical identity of Malaysia, as well as its film 
industry, in relation to contextual issues like national policies and culture, provides 
some useful background for the film analysis developed in the following chapters. 
    
2.2 Malaysia, Islam and gender in national discourse: a brief 
overview 
Geographically, Malaysia is strategically located at the intersection of South-East 
Asia and the great civilisations of China and India, and has long been exposed to a 
rich variety of influences that have helped to shape the local culture (Hanita, 2011, 
p.10). As a result of trade, colonialism and the migration process throughout the pre- 
and post-independence era, Malaysia has developed to be a centre of trade and 
religious-cultural exchange between eastern and western Asia (Van Der Heide, 
2002; Khoo, 2006b), and this has subsequently shaped the political and socio-
cultural paradigm of the country. Besides the Malays, who form the major 
population in the country, the non-Malays, who largely migrated to Malaysia from 
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the second-half of the 19th century onwards, are an integral part of Malaysian society 
and have contributed significantly to the country’s development (Hanita, 2011, 
p.10).  
 In the context of Malaysia, the nation has undergone various modernisation 
efforts since achieving independence in 1957, and emerged as a booming ‘Asian 
tiger’ economy (Ong, 1999, p.356). In principal, scholars argue that the emergence 
of Malaysian modernity engages with the intersections of industrial development, 
Islamic resurgence (from the global to the local Islamisation process), and its 
connection to adat (local Malay customs) (Stivens, 1998; Ong, 1995; Sharifah 
Zaleha, 1997, 2000 cited in Khoo, 2006a, 2006b; Mahyuddin & Lee, 2014). The 
Malays, who represent the majority of the Malaysian multiracial population, have 
seen particular improvements in their economic situation with the positive 
discrimination of the New Economic Policy (NEP), which was instituted in 1970 
(Stivens, 2006, p.355). This process of economic transformation, including the 
industrialisation, modernisation and urbanisation that took place in Malaysia, 
especially after the National Economic Policy (NEP) was implemented, had 
generally transformed the country’s socio-economic structure and subsequently, its 
society (Rahimah, 2012, p.29). In brief, the NEP initiative was announced in 1971 as 
a response to the 13 May 1969 post-general election race riots that occurred, 
especially in Kuala Lumpur, West Malaysia (Rahimah, 2012; Jomo, 2004; Abdul 
Rahman, 1996). Although the riot is believed to have occurred as a reaction to the 
inequality that existed among the different ethnic communities (particularly between 
the Malays and the Chinese), the incident also led to the reassessment of various 
development policies (Rahimah, 2012, p.30). In fact, it could be said that the riot 
was a major catalyst for the creation of the New Economic Policy (NEP), which was 
also part of a package of measures introduced after the political crises of May 1969 
(Rahimah, 2012; Jomo, 2004).  
 The NEP was promulgated as an affirmative action plan to eradicate poverty 
and to restructure society to eliminate the identification of race with economic 
function in order to create the conditions for national unity (Abdul Rahman, 1996; 
Jomo, 2004). While this economic initiative simultaneously tried to foster a Malay 
entrepreneurial class and to increase the stake of so-called bumiputera (literally 
‘sons of the soil’) Malaysians in the economy, the impact was not only economic but 
cultural as well, for Malay hegemony became institutionalised and entrenched; 
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Malay (or Bahasa Malaysia) became the official national language and Islam 
became the official religion in a multilingual, multi-ethnic nation (Khoo, 2006b, 
2008; n.a, 2008). The term bumiputera generally refers to the Malay ethnic group, 
but the designation also acknowledged non-Malay indigenous communities, notably 
groups like the Iban and Kadazan from the Borneo states of Sarawak and Sabah. 
This policy has also benefited Malays, mainly in increasing the Malay economic 
share (i.e. to redistribute at least 30 per cent of the national wealth to the Malay 
community) as well as creating substantial urban Malay middle class and small 
Malay corporate elite (Ackerman, 1991; n.a, 2008; Khoo, 2010; Rahimah, 2012).  
 Malaysia is known as a land of tropical contrasts, a melting pot of the 
cultures of great civilisations, including the Middle East, China and India 
(Balaraman, 2004, p.2). Its recorded history goes back to the fifteenth century 
Sultanate of Malacca, which became the centre of Islam in the region in the fifteenth 
century. The basic characteristic of Malacca is that it had Malay as its language and 
Islam as its religion, but at the same time, it was culturally cosmopolitan in outlook 
and tolerant in terms of religious attitude (Salleh, 2005, p.475-476). The Malays 
accepted and accommodated the presence of diverse ethnic and religious 
communities from Asia and beyond (ibid). Beginning in 1511, the Malacca sultanate 
and other polities in the Malay Peninsula successively fell into the hands of various 
Western imperial powers. The Malays fought hard to defend their sultanates or 
kerajaans, but unsuccessfully. Thus, for four and a half centuries, they were 
subjected to the rules of a succession of colonial masters: the Portuguese (1511–
1641), the Dutch (1641–1824) and the British (1876–1956), with a Japanese 
intermission from 1941 to 1945 (Balaraman, 2004; Salleh, 2005).  
 At present, with a population of approximately 28 million people of various 
ethnic origins, Malaysia is truly a cultural potpourri (Balaraman, 2004, p.12). To 
illustrate the ethnic composition of Malaysia, the 2010 census statistics from the 
Department of Statistics, Malaysia (www.statistics.gov.my), shows the total 
population of Malaysia was 28.3 million of which 91.8 per cent were citizens and 
8.2 per cent were non-citizens. Malaysian citizens consisted of the following ethnic 
groups: Bumiputera (67.4%), Chinese (24.6%), Indians (7.3%) and Others (0.7%). 
Among the citizens, the Malays were the predominant ethnic group in Peninsular 
Malaysia, and constituted 63.1 per cent. The Ibans constituted 30.3 per cent of the 
total people in Sarawak, while the Kadazan/Dusun made up 24.5 per cent in Sabah. 
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Regarding religion, Islam was the most widely professed religion in Malaysia with a 
proportion of 61.3 per cent. As a multi-racial nation, the other religions embraced 
were Buddhism (19.8%), Christianity (9.2%) and Hinduism (6.3%). The system of 
government is parliamentary democracy and it has an open economy and actively 
promotes free trade (Balaraman, 2004, p.2).  
 Ethnicity often plays an important role in the politics of Muslim society 
(Ahmed, 2002, p.212-213). In Malaysia, the political structure is based on ethnicity, 
also termed ethnic politics (Segawa, 2013, p.211). Since independence, the 
Malaysian government has been formed by a coalition, the Alliance (1955–74) and 
the BN (Barisan Nasional/National Frontier 1974–present), which consists of several 
ethnic-based parties. This includes the United Malays National Organization 
(UMNO, Malay party), the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA, Chinese party), 
and the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC, Indian party); each party apparently 
represents their own ethnic interests and identity (Segawa, 2013, p.212). Despite 
being dominated by UMNO, the idea of a BN coalition government is to maintain its 
legitimacy by balancing the communal demands of the component parties (ibid).  
 During the administration of Mahathir Mohamad (Malaysia’s fourth Prime 
Minister, from 1981 to 2003), the success of the administration in turning Islam, 
rapid economic growth and racial harmony into a long-term vision of value-instilled 
modernity came at a time when the end of the Cold War also required new 
approaches from Islamic parties world-wide (Stark, 2005, p.314). Among others, the 
fusion of the secular and the religious has become a prominent feature on the 
Malaysia political landscape, hence generating the political competition between the 
UMNO (United Malay National Organization or Pertubuhan Kebangsaan Melayu 
Bersatu) and the Islamic opposition party, PAS (Parti Islam Se-Malaysia), since the 
early 1980s (Liow, 2004; Abbott & Gregorios-Pippas, 2010). The so-called 
‘Islamisation race’ is between the two major political parties who both look to 
derive legitimacy from religion: UMNO, which fronts a multi-ethnic, multi-religious 
coalition government, and PAS, the Islamic opposition party which in recent years 
has emerged as the main threat to the ruling government (Liow, 2004, p.185). While 
Islamic resurgence in Malaysia has spawned a range of Islamic movements and 
organisations, it has been the UMNO–PAS rivalry that has most fascinated scholars 
and observers of Malaysian politics (ibid). 
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 However, it must be mentioned that Islam maintains a special position in 
Malaysia, as provided for in the Malaysian Constitution of 1957 (Azmi & Shamsul, 
2004, p. 351-352) as follows:	
a. Islam is the religion of the Federation; 
b. Although Islam is the religion of the Federation, there is no head of the 
whole Federation. The King continues to be the head of the Muslim religion 
in his own negeri (state) and it is provided that he shall be the head of the 
Muslim religion in Malacca, Penang, in the Federal Territory and in Sabah 
and Sarawak. Each of the other states has its own ruler as the head of the 
Islamic religion in that state; 
c. Negeri (state) law may control or restrict the propagation of any religious 
doctrine or belief among persons professing the Islamic religion; 
d. Other religions may be practised in peace and harmony in any part of the 
Federation. This means that every religious group has the following rights: to 
manage its own religious affairs; to establish and maintain institutions for 
religious and charitable purposes; and to acquire and own property and hold 
and administer it in accordance with the law. 
 
The Malaysian Constitution became the single most important modern institutional 
tool that moulded and conditioned Malaysian Islam, thus defining its socio-political 
space in Malaysian government and politics (Azmi & Shamsul, 2004, p.351). This 
delineation of the ‘Islamic/Muslim’ socio-political space, as we observe today, into 
a rather special space, is rooted in a straightforward constitutional provision in 
which every Malay person is automatically defined as a Muslim (ibid). In other 
words, religion (read Islam) became the ethnic identifier (read Malayness) for the 
Malays. Malay politics, for instance, has inevitably become an intra-Muslim 
factional contestation. On the other hand, inter-ethnic politics, between the Malays, 
the Chinese and the Indians, has often become a struggle within the ‘identity-
cultural politics’ sphere (Azmi & Shamsul, 2004, p. 351).  
 In light of the struggle within the inter-ethnic sphere, the National Cultural 
Policy (NCP) was introduced in 1971. Parallel to the economic strategies of ethnic 
management in NEP, the NCP represents the first ‘official’ attempt to regulate the 
so-called features of ‘unregulated multiculturalism’ in Malaysia, and, is an effort to 
restructure the cultural domain of society (Zawawi, 2003, p.146). The NCP launched 
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three principles that served as guidelines for the building of the Malaysian national 
culture: (1) The national culture must be based on the indigenous (Malay) culture; 
(2) Suitable elements from the other cultures may be accepted as part of the national 
culture; and (3) Islam is an important component in the moulding of the National 
Culture (Zawawi, 2003; Mahyuddin & Lee, 2014). However, Sharmani (2011) 
argued the principles of the NCP fail to mask the underlying play of power and 
ideological assumptions of the Malay-hegemonic state that implicitly call for the 
absorption of difference into the constantly homogenising spatial and historical 
contexts of the nation. Although the NEP and the NCP enabled the development of a 
large, scattered, but loosely defined Malay ideology, it is pertinent that the 
construction of a dominant ideology in Malaysia must have been formulated from 
the culture of the dominant group (Mahyuddin & Lee, 2014, p.4). 
 
2.3 The Malaysian film industry: a brief history and development  
This section provides an overview of the local film industry from its early period to 
contemporary filmmaking activity. The ethnic-based political affiliation is relatively 
important within the multicultural backdrop of Malaysia and certainly reflects the 
government’s policies to ensure unity in diversity among Malaysians (Segawa, 
2013, p.213). One of the important policies is the National Creative Industry Policy 
(2010), which includes the film industry. Established under the Ministry of 
Communication and Multimedia Malaysia in 2010, the policy promotes and controls 
the filmmaking industry from various angles - censorship issues, aesthetic values, 
marketing and exhibition, and employment opportunities - as well as generating a 
great income for the industry players and the nation in general. To examine the 
development of the Malaysian film industry, we must look to the history of local 
film production, distribution and exhibition which began as early as the 1930s and 
was initially known as Malay film (Hassan, 2012; Mohd. Zamberi & Aimi, 2005; 
Van Der Heide, 2002).  
 The depiction of foreign folklores and narratives in local film production 
may reflect the hybridity of the cultural practices and activities that evolved from the 
interaction between local cultural traditions and diverse immigrant communities 
during early Malay film production. The Malay community was increasingly 
exposed to a world of entertainment resulting from the commercial boost and the 
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encouragement of the British colonial government (Hassan, 2012, 2013, p.31). 
Feature filmmaking in Malay began in earnest immediately after World War Two, 
and was centred on Singapore (Hassan, 2013, p.3). Chinese theatre owners, initially 
the Shaw Brothers and later Cathay, produced hundreds of Malay language films 
over the next two decades (White, 1996, p.8; Hassan, 2012, 2013, p.31-33). The 
paradox was that it was Malay cinema, in the Malay language, but it was produced 
by Chinese entrepreneurs and often directed by Chinese, Indian and Filipino 
directors.  
The Indian directors also brought highly stylised acting methods from Indian 
films but the locals readily accepted this, as it was similar to that seen in bangsawan 
(Mohd Zamberi & Aimi, 2005; Hassan, 2009). Van Der Heide (2002, p.81) claims 
that bangsawan exemplifies the dominant pre-cinematic cultural form which became 
very popular in Malaya (later known as Malaysia) at the end of the 19th century. 
Bangsawan was a form of Malay opera that had stylised acting, colourful costumes 
and the essential song-and-dance sequence. The song-and-dance sequence serves as 
a transition for sets and props to be prepared for the next scene, and has been 
adapted to films as it has become an integral part of Malay entertainment culture 
(Hassan, 2013, p. 18). The influence of bangsawan was also said to be from Indian 
theatrical work (initially called the Indian Parsee (or Parsi) theatre), with the 
inclusion of a music and dance performance and combined with its melodramatic 
mode to heighten the emotion (White, 1996, p.6; Van Der Heide, 2002; Hassan, 
2009, 2013).  
 As bangsawan achieved its peak in the 1920s and 1930s within Malaya 
(White, 1996; Van Der Heide, 2002), these influences helped to shape the early 
Malay filmmaking industry with the production of the first Malay film entitled Laila 
Majnun (Lovestruck, 1934). Directed by B.S. Rajhans (an Indian born director), this 
film, about a tragic love affair between Laila and Majnun, is said to be adapted from 
Sanskrit folklore. Since these origins up until most recent developments, love and 
melodrama has always been a universal theme in Malaysian film (Mohd. Zamberi & 
Aimi, 2005; Van Der Heide, 2002). The early Malay films were also a diverse 
collection of tearjerkers, melodrama, comedy, romance as well as horror and were 
treated in a classical manner with some of them initially in the style of the 
bangsawan (Malay opera) performances popular with the locals (Hassan, 2013, p.3; 
Khoo, 2006b). During the 1950s and 1960s, the industry was dubbed the ‘golden 
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age’ of Malaysian film industry. Among the popular genres highlighted in the films 
during the golden age were crime, fantasy, and melodrama as well as horror 
(Hassan, 2013; Barnard, 2005; White, 1996).  
 A history of the Malaysian film industry should also pay attention to Chinese 
(mainly Hong Kong), Indian (Tamil and Hindustani), American, Indonesian and 
other films shown in cinemas, viewed on video, watched on television and discussed 
in the media (Mohd. Zamberi & Aimi, 2005; Van Der Heide, 2002). Up until 1981, 
a film company in Malaysia could operate in all three sectors of the industry (i.e. 
production, distribution and exhibition) and this was the situation during the studio 
era when the Shaw Brothers (Malay Film Production) and Cathay Keris, owned by 
Chinese businessman and located in Singapore, virtually controlled the whole 
industry (Van Der Heide, 2002, p.116-117; Hassan, 2013). The earlier films were 
almost totally made by Indian directors, although in the 1960s, the number of Malay 
directors steadily increased. In the early 1960s, Merdeka Studio (a third studio) was 
set up in Kuala Lumpur. Despite the almost total exclusion of non-Malay 
actors/characters, many of the studio films attracted a broad, ethnically diverse 
audience (Van Der Heide, 2002, p.117). 
 The period of the ‘golden age’ of Malaysian cinema also saw one name that 
stands out, P. Ramlee – a filmmaker, composer, scriptwriter, singer, and musician - 
and remains (until now) the most celebrated Malaysian film artist (Mahyuddin & 
Lee, 2014, p.1). Ramlee directed and played the lead role in Penarek Beca (The 
Trishaw Peddler, 1955), which was acclaimed by the audience as the best Malay 
film at the time. The film revolves around a poor young trishaw peddler who lives 
with his blind, aged mother and falls in love with the wealthy young woman he 
drives to school every day (Hassan, 2013, p.54-55). His criticism of the rich and 
powerful (as portrayed in Penarek Beca) continues in the next two films, Antara 
Dua Darjat (Between Two Classes, 1960) and Ibu Mertuaku (My Mother-in-Law, 
1962). Ibu Mertuaku is deemed to present a horrifying tale of a married couple 
whose happiness is destroyed through the machinations of an arrogant parent 
(Barnard, 2005, p.433). Hassan (2013, p.53) adds that these two films were 
condemning the feudalist mentality that still exists within some segments of the 
Malay community. As a multi-talented artist, Ramlee was not only famous as a 
talented actor and director, but also as a musician and composer whose talents were 
justly recognised by awards at the annual Asia Pacific Film Festival in various years. 
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His composition for Hang Tuah (1956) won an award in the category of best 
musical score in 1956, and his comedy Pendekar Bujang Lapok (The Raggedy 
Bachelor Warrior, 1959) won the best comedy award in 1959. Today, he has 
posthumously become an icon in Malaysian popular culture, particularly in Malay 
film, and is loved by Malaysians of all ethnicities (Khoo, 2006b; Hassan, 2013).       
 The seeds of change in the local filmmaking essentially began in the 1980s 
with the emergence of a new group of filmmakers who brought alternative 
storytelling with mainstream sensibilities (Hassan, 2009, 2013, p.114-115). Film 
directors such as Rahim Razali, Hafsham, Shaharom Mohd. Dom, Nasir Jani, 
Mansor Puteh, Adman Salleh and Shuhaimi Baba brought new approaches to 
storytelling that was a paradigm shift for local cinema. When the revival period 
reached the local film scene, the highlighting of class issues and rural-urban conflict 
appeared in many films of the 1970s and 1980s (for example, the film Rahsia or The 
Secret, 1987). This is also seen as a reflection of the country’s emerging 
modernisation, a tendency in line with the state’s introduction of the New Economic 
Policy (NEP) (Norman, 2013b).  
 As film is regarded as a form of expression that can articulate feelings and 
thoughts about ethnicity, society and the nation, the films of the 1980s and 1990s 
also saw the emergence of content which was considered to be appealing to a 
working class audience. Many were comedies, including Da Di Du (The Clowns, 
1981) and Setinggan (Squatters, 1981) directed by Aziz Sattar; Cikgu Sayang 
(Dearest Teacher, 1983) and Aku Yang Berhormat (The Honourable, 1983) by Raja 
Ismail; Minah Manja (Adorable Minah, 1984) and Bas Konduktor (Bus Conductor, 
1986) by Z.Lokman (Hassan, 2013, p.111). Besides comedy, melodrama has also 
continued as the dominant mode of expression in storyteling, irrespective of any 
polemical old guard or new wave distinctions in the local filmmaking (Van Der 
Heide, 2002). Among the popular melodramas were Kabus Tengahari (Midday 
Mist, 1982 by S.Sudarmaji/Sarimah), Manis-manis Sayang (Sweet Love, 1983 by 
M.Amin), Jejak Bertapak (Footsteps, 1982 by Jamil Sulong), and Mawar Merah 
(Red Rose, 1986 by Rosnani Jamil). Some of the filmmakers also embarked on 
stories that were based on an historical event, including the notable Bukit Kepong 
(The Town of Bukit Kepong, 1982, directed by Jins Shamsuddin). Bukit Kepong 
was made for the Royal Malaysian Police and was about a true incident that 
happened in the 1950 when a group of communists attacked a police station in the 
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town of Bukit Kepong in Johor state (Van Der Heide, 2002; Hassan, 2013). Besides 
portraying the fighting against Communists, Bukit Kepong is regarded as a form of 
appreciation for the fallen policemen and the Royal Malaysian Police during the 
incident. 
 The 1990s saw many more serious directors entering the industry with 
deeper explorations of national and ethnic identities as well as observations on the 
socio-political problems of the country. These films’ narratives and narration were 
in harmony with that of world cinema and, as a result, many of them made it to 
exhibition or competition at international film festivals. The highlight was U-Wei 
Haji Saari's Kaki Bakar (The Arsonist, 1995) which was selected for the 1995 
Cannes Film Festival's Un Certain Regard section, and Jogho (Champion, 1998) was 
presented in the Singapore Film Festival 1998  (Hassan, 2009; Khoo, 2006b, 2010). 
In Kaki Bakar (The Arsonist, 1995), for instance, the director draws a strong 
juxtaposition between the marginalised working class people (represented in a 
Javanese character, Kakang) and his employer, Mr. Kasim who represents the ‘new’ 
wealthy Malay middle class who benefited from the government’s subsidy i.e. 
National Economic Policy (NEP) and who is literally living off the sweat and labour 
of the marginalised group (Khoo, 2004).  
 Another significant development occurs with the involvement of Shuhaimi 
Baba and Erma Fatima, both women directors who are boldly feminist in their 
approach (Khoo, 2006a, 2006b, p.117). Shuhaimi Baba’s film Selubung (Veil of 
Life, 1992) deals with issues of young, educated people and their (mis)understanding 
of Islam. According to critics, Selubung juxtaposes between a strong tendency 
towards secularism and showcasing an example of dakwah (preaching) movement 
by the university students that emerged in the 1970s (Khoo, 2006b; Hassan, 2009). 
Shuhami’s next film Ringgit KaSorgga (The Fee for Paradise, 1995) deemed to 
attack corrupt politicians and in Layar Lara (Screen of Grief, 1997), she stands up 
for the young filmmakers of today (Hassan, 2009; 2013, p.114-115). Erma Fatima, 
another woman director, explored the search for Malay identity in Perempuan 
Melayu Terakhir (The Last Malay Woman, 1999) and in Embun (Dewdrops, 2002): 
that women must stand up and take their place in the world despite the odds (ibid). 
 Given that ‘Malayness’ is constructed across the social, cultural and political 
spheres in Malaysia, it is in the interest of cultural products like films to provide a 
social space for ‘the production, circulation, and consumption of the moving image’ 
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to continue to be negotiated by society (Schlesinger, 2000; Mahyuddin & Lee, 2014, 
p.4). For example, this development can be found in films as early as the 1950s, 
mainly in the films of P. Ramlee - the most celebrated Malaysian film artist in the 
early Malay film industry. The central focus of his films is the complexities of 
Malay society, which involve having to maintain the symbiotic relationship between 
upholding traditional Malay values while keeping up with modernity (Syed Muhd, 
2005; Mahyuddin & Lee, 2014). It is through the construction of a Malay-imagined 
community in his films that the idea of Malay society is invented and perceived 
through its traditional past. Such a construction creates ‘new’	political, cultural and 
economic expressions that combine state institutions and apparatuses (Mahyuddin & 
Lee, 2014, p.4) with the aim to represent the ‘imagined’ community.  
 As Turner (2006, p.179) argues, film and culture deal with the contextual 
approach; the cultural, political, institutional, and industrial determinants often 
influence the national film industry. Film has a complex system of signification 
ranging from the intrinsic components (e.g. the mise-en-scène i.e. visual 
composition, lighting, sound, setting and editing) to the extrinsic such as the nature 
of the industry and the wider cultural practices of which cinema is a significant part 
(Dissanayake, 1992, p.2). In other words, the film industry does not operate in a 
vacuum (Juliana & Mahyuddin, 2009, p.44). Rather, the role of the film industry, 
which operates in the world of capitalism and simultaneously disseminates specific 
discourses, should be taken into account to understand the complexity of the 
relationship between film and the creation of meaning in society (ibid). 
 
2.3.1 Government Support and Controls   
The setting up of a commission of inquiry on the local film industry in 1974 helped 
to encouraged local film. Subsequently, the commission proposed the formation of a 
National Film Development Corporation (which eventually became FINAS) that 
was finally established in 1981 (Khoo, 2006b) through the FINAS Act 1981 
(Amendment 1984) Act 244 (Amendment A589). Beginning in October 16, 1981, 
this organisation was put under the control of the Ministry of Information, and then 
in 2004 it was moved to the Ministry of Culture, Arts and Heritage, but currently it 
comes under the Ministry of Communication and Multimedia. As the governing 
body that is responsible for overseeing the film industry in Malaysia, it is 
accountable for helping to expand the market and enhance the economy of the film 
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industry as well as the creative content, locally as well as internationally (FINAS, 
2013). FINAS aims to serve the following mission: (1) To strengthen the film 
industry’s facility and services; (2) To internationalise the local creative market and 
shooting locations; (3) To publish audio-visual content on the basis of the 
government’s achievements and promote it through various media channels; and (4) 
To document, preserve and conserve the audio-visual content. In terms of 
productivity, there are an increasing number of films produced annually; from 2000 
to early December 2016, Malaysia produced an average of 36 to 40 films annually 
or approximately 590 films (www.finas.gov.my).  
 For the last five years, several films have also succeeded in achieving box-
office success, with the highest being the action-comedy Polis Evo (2015, dir. Ghaz 
Abu Bakar). A film about the police force planning a crackdown on a drug syndicate 
in the state of Terengganu, Polis Evo managed to hit RM17.47 million (Ringgit 
Malaysia; USD4.331 million) in total revenue and set a record for Malaysian box-
office films (www.finas.gov.my; Chaw, 2015). Action-comedy film also continue to 
succeed at the box-office with the latest film Abang Long Fadil 2 (2017, dir. Syafiq 
Yusof) reaping a total of RM18.14 million (Ringgit Malaysia; USD 4.586 million). 
These films’ revenue also overtook 2014’s highest grossing film The Journey which 
has collected RM16.87 (2014, dir. Chiu Keng Guan) (www.finas.gov.my); this was 
a Malaysian Chinese (in the Cantonese language) film that revolves around the story 
of a Chinese family, involving Uncle Chuan (Frankie Lee), a conservative father 
with a rigid set of rules, and the journey he had after his daughter decided to get 
married to an Englishman. With the cultural differences and the language barrier 
that could potentially damage the union between them, Uncle Chuan reluctantly 
allows them to marry but on one condition, the wedding ceremony has to be 
performed in the traditional way. In this film, the entire spectrum of the family is 
represented - from children right up to grandparents (Hassan, 2014). 
 The example of the box-office revenue also relates to the important (and 
controversial) functions of FINAS, which concern the Entertainment Tax and 
Compulsory Screening regulations (www.finas.gov.my). According to the Tax 
scheme, 30 per cent of the box office receipts of all films screened in Malaysia are 
to be collected by the state governments for FINAS, which returns 25 per cent to the 
film producer. Therefore, this is an important system of industry support that enables 
films to make a profit provided that they are reasonably popular (Van Der Heide, 
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2002). As for the Compulsory Screening (Skim Wajib Tayang enforced in June 
2005) regulation, the system is designed to provide all local films an opportunity for 
success since the scheme was formed to accept and consider any local or joint 
venture films for compulsory screening at cinemas by exhibitors. This screening 
system requires the exhibitor to screen an approved film for fourteen consecutive 
days in the biggest hall of the cinema, and then can be moved to a smaller hall 
depending on the number of viewers (www.finas.gov.my). 
 
2.3.2 Censorship in the Malaysian film industry: managing the film 
content and its parameters     
The control over the film industry further extends to censorship, which has 
continued to operate under the guidelines initially developed by the British (Van Der 
Heide, 2002). According to O’Higgins (1972, cited in Wan Amizah et. al, 2009), the 
British colonials who ruled Malaya introduced a control policy and film censorship 
to uphold and defend their dignity and status quo as the “Master” in the occupied 
territory. Censorship in Malaysian filmmaking, be it by the state or self-censorship, 
is the reality that Malaysian filmmakers encounter. Khoo (2006b, p.106) explains 
that self-censorship is a process that begins at the writing stage and proceeds into the 
editing process, and filmmakers are faced with constant pressure to cut potentially 
controversial scenes. Some filmmakers edit their own work before the official 
censors see the controversial parts and then force them to destroy the rhythm and 
continuity of their film. 
 The Film Censorship Board (LPF) was established in 1954 in Singapore, and 
in 1966 the LPF Headquarters moved to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. The LPF’s 
function is to implement policies for film censorship across the whole of Malaysia. 
The first Act adopted was the Cinematograph Films Act 1952 (Amendment 1966), 
followed by the Film Censorship Act 2002 (Act 620) which is still in force today. 
The Film Censorship Guidelines (provided by the LFP) are intended to guide 
industry players concerning film contents and to enable them to understand the 
government policy with regards to a multi-ethnic Malaysia. Film censorship in 
Malaysia is believed to stem from two main factors, which are politics and religion 
(Fuziah Kartini & Raja Ahmad Alauddin, 2003). In principal, censorship involves 
the control of films that deal with sex, violence, crime, politics, religion, bigotry, 
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horror and "yellow culture" – which generally refers to the idea of decadent Western 
culture. In addition, Mohd. Hamdan (1991, p. 3) asserts that the following content 
could also be censored or even banned from public screening in Malaysia: (1) Films 
opposing government policy and encouraging anti-government feelings; (2) Films 
incongruent with national ideology; (3) Films glorifying communism and socialism; 
(4) Films glorifying any particular race while degrading others; (5) Films glorifying 
the criminal or "crime does pay", and (6) Films glorifying immorality, such as an 
explicit sex scene.  
 In light of the representation of religion, particularly Islam in Malaysian 
films, the role of censorship policy under the Film Censorship Board (LPF) at the 
Ministry of Internal Security administered the guideline that focuses on the four key 
aspects in producing a film:  1) public safety and security, 2) religious, 3) 
sociocultural, and 4) morality and decency (LPF, 2011). This guideline is to prevent 
producers’ from producing a film that can exploit and manipulate audience due to its 
depiction of inappropriate content. Most importantly, the policy prohibits films that 
advocate cultism, fanaticism and the criticism of religion without regretting the 
action in the closure part of the story plot. In Malaysia, controversy is most likely to 
arise when a film encounters problems with The Censorship Board. Several films 
that have suffered from the “scissor-happy” board include Fantasia (renamed 
Fantasi, 1991), Amok (1995), Perempuan, Isteri Dan… (Woman, Wife and… 
1993), Kaki Bakar (The Arsonist, 1995), and Panas (Heat, 1998) (Khoo, 2006b). 
The film Fantasia was initially banned for its mystical elements which contradict 
Islamic principles. Among the scenes that were supposed to be cut were the pledge 
dialogue between Nora and Dara, the act where Dara’s soul enters Nora’s body and 
Kana’s explanation of the genesis of Silbi (a misnomer for Iblis or Satan) (Wan 
Hassan, 1994, cited in Wan Amizah, 2009). In another example, the films by the late 
Yasmin Ahmad - Muallaf (The Convert, 2009), Rabun (My Failing Eyesight, 2003) 
and Gubra (Anxiety, 2006) have encountered issues with The Censorship Board. 
This is because the depiction of Islam in most of Ahmad’s work contravenes the 
mainstream version prescribed and practiced in Malaysia. This is due to the films’ 
challenging of Islamic conventions: for example, interracial romance without a 
conversion (to Islam). Nevertheless, this criticism has made people think afresh 
about the point and place of cinema in relation to religion, particularly Islam 
(Norman, 2013b). While these films illustrate different interpretations of Islam and 
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religion in general as well as gender depiction, they have also developed as relevant 
sites for an in-depth analysis of how Malaysian filmmakers view Islam through their 
on-screen presentations and at the same time are deemed to offer an alternative 
brand of Islam in Malaysia.  
 For this analysis, and film production as a whole, the censorship provides 
parameters to filmmakers that might inform the integration of Islamic themes within 
genre structures (as discussed in chapter 1) and therefore may inform not only the 
representation of Islamic themes, but also the shaping of particular understanding 
and conventions of genre in the Malaysian context, including among the new and 
alternative filmmakers in Malaysia.  
 
2.3.3 The New Wave of Filmmaker 
Looking back in time, from the golden era of the Malaysian film industry in the 
1950s to the current situation, it is reasonable to say that this small and fragmented 
film market presents a challenge for the government to promote as part of a creative 
industry with economic potential (Jamaluddin, Hasrul & Faridah, 2014, p.39). From 
the early film trend of tearjerkers, melodrama, comedy and romance that were 
classically popular with the local audiences, the innovative and contemporary 
filmmaking movement emerged in two waves (Hassan, 2013, p.114). The First New 
Wave of alternative filmmakers appeared on the scene in the early 1980s and 
worked alongside the mainstream filmmakers; they brought the subjects and issues 
of a post-Independent Malaysia. The Second New Wave of (digital) filmmakers, 
beginning in the late 1990s, brought more colour to local film, and addressed issues 
of not only the Malays, but also of the two other major ethnic groups, the Chinese 
and the Indians (Hassan, 2013, p.114-115). 
From the first film made in 1933 to the golden age of films in the 1950s and 
1960s, and to contemporary cinema up to the end of the 1990s, Malaysian cinema 
has always been a Malay cinema. Films were only made in the Malay language 
(Bahasa Malaysia) and were aimed at a Malay audience; this is parallel to Mansor 
Putih’s (1990, cited in Van Der Heide, 2002, p.154) argument that, “the cultural 
identity of Malaysian film is a constant issue [since] 90% of the audience for 
Malaysian films is Malay and that cinema is probably the most racially segregated 
activity in the country today”. However, with the rise of the new filmmakers’ 
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movement and the utilisation of digital technology that put paid to all of that in the 
late 1990s, a revolution of sorts descended on the film community when films began 
to be made in a multitude of languages which, for the first time, truly reflected the 
multi-ethnic nature of the country (Hassan, 2012, p.1).  
 Several factors can be attributed to the rise of the new filmmaking era in 
Malaysia. Since the majority of new and independent (also called indie) filmmakers 
are young and tech-savvy, mostly born in the 1970s, they are exposed to the digital 
technology in production and the post-production (video editing) (Khoo, 2013, 
p.196). With the help of lightweight cameras and the convenience of editing 
software in their own computer, these filmmakers are able to mobilise their own 
production and able to produce a film in a short period of time. Thus, the era of 
2000s witnesses the movement of more directors cast their critical eyes on the rising 
social, cultural and political issues in Malaysia. Khoo (2013, p.196) adds that these 
young and independent filmmakers produces films, mostly in short film format, as a 
platform for social analysis and experimentation as well as self-criticism without the 
need for self-censorship due to political and commercial reasons.  
 Among others, Hishamuddin Rais was the more radical in calling for 
changes among the youth in the country. Upon his return form an exile in London 
(after being involved in a student protest in the early 1970s), Hishamuddin produced 
his one and only film, Dari Jemapoh ke Manchestee (From Jemapoh to Manchestee, 
2002). This road movie revolves around a group of young rural Malay men making 
their way to Manchester to watch their favourite soccer team (i.e. Manchester 
United) in action. The film subtly called on Malay youth to do away with everything 
that was holding them back from taking control of their own lives - 'break out of the 
cocoons you are in and take over the world' - be it Malay culture or national politics 
(Khoo, 2006b; Hassan, 2009, 2012, p.2). Although the film was screened in several 
foreign cities (i.e. Singapore, Munich, Berlin and Jakarta in 1998-99), it was not 
shown in local cinemas until August 2001 because the filmmaker refused to edit out 
the scenes suggested by the censorship board (Khoo, 2006b, p.106). Amir 
Muhammad suggests that this road film symbolically represents the highway as 
indicative of how Malaysians view politics - “we complain, but at the end of the day 
when they ask you to pay the toll, you just pay the toll...That is what you are 
expected to do, and that is the price you pay frequently because the justification for 
our anti-democratic laws...” (McKay, 2005, p.5).  
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 For Amir Muhammad himself, he is known also as an indie filmmaker who 
produces films that critically assess the various social, cultural and political issues in 
Malaysia. Labelled as (one of) disturbers of status quo (Coover, 2007, p.8), 
Muhammad’s most-talked about film The Last Communist (2005) was banned by 
the Censorship Board for highlighting the life of Chin Peng, a communist party 
leader during the communist insurgency in Malaysia (from 1968-1989). The Last 
Communist did not explicitly portray violence, but this road movie represents a 
collection of memories about the insurgency through selected video clips and 
interviews (also a kind of documentary). Since this historical event is known to be 
largely driven by the Chinese minority in Malaysia, Muhammad suspected that the 
ban is mainly because of race, and not the violence (Coover, 2007). 
 Another film concerns Chinese issues and problems in Malaysia, entitled 
Spinning Gasing (Spinning Top, 2000). Directed by Teck Tan, Spinning Gasing is 
about parental conflicts and a love affair between the male Chinese protagonist and 
a Malay girl. He ran into numerous obstacles with the authorities, not least because 
of a gay scene in the film (even though he had tried to tone it down by treating the 
two characters humorously). The film was finally allowed to be screened after 
numerous cuts (Hassan, 2012). A similar fate occurred to several films by Yasmin 
Ahmad (e.g. Sepet, 2004 and Muallaf, 2008) as both films were threatened to be 
banned from screening by the Censorship Board, unless the director agreed to omit 
controversial scenes. Sepet (2004) specifically needed eight cuts before it could be 
released in the cinema (Yasmin Ahmad, 2005). 
 The Malaysian new and indie filmmakers come from diverse ethnic or racial 
backgrounds and are making films across various language spoken in Malaysia, 
including Malay, English, Mandarin, Cantonese, and Tamil (Khoo, 2013, p.197). 
The uses of these languages are also reflective of the films’ content, and most of 
them do not limit the representation of characters and issues of their specific ethnic 
group (ibid). They utilise different genres to explore stories that represent issues and 
themes from a diverse race, religion, and cultural tradition in Malaysia.  
 
2.4 Islam in Malaysian films 
Malaysian cinema has also experienced various trends in filmmaking over the last 
10 years. Diverse film genres have been produced for public screening, including the 
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production of films with Islam as the central focus of the story. The production of 
Islamic films is also seen as the response of the Malaysian cinema (and television) 
industry to the Islamisation process (Norman, 2013b). Over the past three decades 
Malaysian society has undergone radical change and transformation. On one level 
this has been brought about by the country’s rapid economic transformation, 
however, equally significant has been the deepening Islamisation of the country.  
 It is useful to begin discussion by observing the ruling party in Malaysia, the 
Barisan Nasional (BN), especially its dominant partner UMNO (United Malays 
National Organisation) that has responded to the Islamic upsurge by repositioning 
themselves with respect to Islam. Calling themselves moderates and Islamic 
modernists, the BN institute their own Islamisation policies, including the 
establishment of an Islamic banking system, streamlining the administration of 
Islam, and setting up the International Islamic University (Abdul Rahman, 2001, as 
cited in Hanita 2011, p.18; Azmi & Shamsul, 2004, p.354). This has resulted in the 
rising influence of religious ideas and authority over Malaysian society (Hanita, 
2011, p.18), which includes works of art and culture.  
  Islam is the main religion in Malaysia, but there are other major religions, 
such as Christianity, Buddhism and Hinduism; therefore filmmakers need to create a 
sense of understanding religion as a form of unity. Somehow, the common theme in 
films, e.g. comedy, horror or love, has never faded but inserting religious values into 
this theme would certainly become an advantage (Mazni et al. 2010). Efforts made 
by several local producers in presenting an Islamic theme in their films should be 
appreciated. The interpretation of Islamic film may not be definite, or rather 
determined by individual producers. Nevertheless, the work in the film Maut (Death, 
2009; dir. Bade Haji Azmi) for instance, should provide a certain understanding of 
the teachings of Islam concerning what is right and wrong as well as sustaining the 
akidah (ties) of a Muslim. A simple and straightforward film, as mentioned by the 
director, Maut has provided a fresh approach to highlighting the Islamic feqh 
(Islamic jurisprudence) in Malaysian film. In relation to this study, Islamic films 
could illustrate different versions of the representation of Islam. On the one hand, 
the films may incorporate traditional Islamic principles and then affirm them as a 
process of morality and submission to God. But, on the other, incongruities may 
occur and the films may portray trajectories which are against morality, thus 
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representing a contradiction as well as challenging for an alternative brand of Islam 
in the film.  
This study focuses on ‘Islamic’ cinema in Malaysia; however, the idea of 
‘Islamic’ cinema is itself ideologically contested, i.e. there are different versions of 
Islamic cinema worldwide and – as will also be seen – in Malaysia. Although not 
many studies have been conducted pertaining to religion and Malaysian film, there 
has been a growing interest in the area. The reason for this is that it has occasionally 
sparked debates in the media and among industry players with regards to Malaysian 
film’s compatibility or incongruity with religion and spirituality, mainly regarding 
the depiction of Islam which contravenes the mainstream version practiced in 
Malaysia (as discussed in Norman, 2013a; Hassan, 2013; Khoo, 2006b; Rosmawati 
et.al, 2011; Hanita, 2015).  
By analysing how Malaysia represents Islam in local film texts, one may 
understand the various interpretations, views, and contestations of religion and its 
depiction in this particular medium. Khoo (2006b, p.5) provides the basis for 
connecting religion (Islam) and adat (local Malay customs), which are integral to 
Malay identity (the ethnic majority) (Wazir, 1992; Sharifah Zaleha, 2000 cited in 
Khoo, 2006b, p.5), and their impact on film content. In addition, this connection 
makes the case about gender relations in the Malaysian context, which are also 
influenced by the ideological binary: resurgent Islam and modernity (i.e. 
Westernisation) (Khoo, 2006b, p.7; Ong, 1995, p.362 & 366).  
 This dynamic can be aptly observed in the way genre conventions are 
adapted and reconstructed also in reference to the Islamic theme. From a discussion 
on Malaysian horror films (i.e. film Khurafat, Al-Hijab and Niyang Rapik), which 
will be examined in detail in the next chapter, the account of horror represents a 
social commentary concerning the contradiction between modernity and the 
traditional values of Malay society. In essence, the films draw on the powerful social 
tradition of black magic and sorcery to attract viewers to these phenomenally 
popular films. At the same time, the films call for Muslims to return to the 
fundamental teachings of Islam in dealing with supernatural conflicts. By oscillating 
between affirming traditional beliefs and Islam, this horror narrative highlights and 
capitalises on these contradictions in Malaysian society. Another popular genre, that 
is comedy, also utilises their comical appeal to mobilise the notion of returning to 
the path of morality i.e. Islamic values by juxtaposing the behaviours deemed to be 
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immoral, such as the obsession of gambling/lottery (in Ngangkung) and the decadent 
lifestyle (e.g. Syurga Cinta), against the moral values. In short, these comedies 
criticise the modern Malay-Muslim who are obsessed with the secular materialism 
and immorality.  
 Rather than identifying which film is Islamic or not, this study acknowledges 
that it is more important to recognise that the intersection between religion and film 
suggests that religion is a significant phenomenon of human consciousness and 
society (Wright, 2007, p.5). In other words, this intersection represents film as a site 
of managing disagreement, and simultaneously celebrates and promotes social 
cohesion through the articulation of commonly agreed values, roles and obligations 
(ibid). Thus this study examines the connection between Islam and film through the 
lens of film genre to examine the way the themes of religion and gender have been 
represented in the diverse dimensions of community, social and political 
involvement, myth and spirituality.  
 
2.5 Gender in Malaysian films  
This section explores the representation of gender in Malaysian films. In general, 
cinema in Malaysia represents a connection between films and the social, cultural, 
religious belief and political condition in Malaysia. Since the Malaysian film is 
known for its monocultural (Malay) film production, it is useful to reiterate Khoo’s 
(2006b) discussion about being a Malay-Muslim and living in modernity in 
Malaysia, a condition that is shaped by the country’s religious and cultural 
traditions, socio-economic forces and political situation. This condition has 
impacted the Malaysian film industry, mainly with regard to the way writers and 
filmmakers represent the essence of the Malay-Muslim identity and culture, which 
in turn, acknowledges the depiction of gender and gender relations (ibid, p.4).  
 Discussions in this section will highlight the representation of gender in a 
similar manner to the discussion on genre in this study, with the hope to provide a 
parallel discussion and criticism on genre, religion and gender. The intersection 
between film genre and gender particularly in the Malaysian context has illustrated a 
fairly stereotypical depiction, as the male character typically represents the active 
agent (on the life quest, and facing trials and tribulations) and women are generally 
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designated to the role of either fairly passive monsters (for example in horror films) 
or equally passive objects of desire but enduring the hardships and sufferings 
(Jamaluddin & Azlina, 2014; Hanita, 2011; 2015; Norman, 2013b; Rosmawati et.al, 
2011; Fuziah Kartini & Faridah, 2004). 
  Horror film, which is regarded as a popular genre in Malaysia, is able to 
become a platform that exposes social taboos, or a channel for political critique (Van 
Heeren, 2009, p.135). In the case of Malaysian horror, the depiction of gender can 
be traced historically from the popular monstrous image of female vampire or 
known locally as pontianak (Norman, 2013b). In this context, to understand the 
legend of pontianak as a primary source of horror in Malay films is to 
‘acknowledge’ her symbolic meanings and gender metaphors on screen. Ng (2009) 
notes that the tales of pontianak are not only about maternal and child monsters 
converging within a single body, and being simultaneously ghost and vampire. She 
is also a construct of Eastern and Western supernaturalism, as much of her typical 
visualisation such as rising upright from the grave, and her fangs and blood-sucking, 
are derived from Western vampire films and not local folklore (Ng, 2009, p.217; 
Norman, 2013b, p.98). However, this supernatural entity of pontianak represents 
important links with the specific cultural and religious context, in this case the 
Malay traditional belief in supernatural elements and the depiction of evil spirits (as 
mentioned in section 1.2.1 and will be discussed further in chapter 3).   
 Melodrama and love stories are also central to Malaysian films (Hanita, 
2011). As a popular genre, melodrama has been part of an important mode to convey 
the generic and aesthetic elements on screen for a broad emotional impact 
(Bordwell, 1985; Branston, 2006), and at the same time negotiating the gender role 
in the society. From the lens of melodrama, the intersection between genre and 
gender can be exemplified from a complexity of modernisation in Malaysia and how 
this condition challenges the gender role (Norman, 2013b, p.4). Norman explores 
the complexity by analysing the popular melodrama in the 1980s, Dia Ibuku (She’s 
My Mother, 1981, dir. Yassin Salleh). In brief, the film depicts a story about a single 
mother, Rohani, in the kampong (village), who works extraordinarily hard to raise 
her two adolescent sons amidst a series of crippling hardships. The younger son, 
Jamil, is a high school student, who lives in the city with his uncle while the older, 
Jamal, is pursuing a degree overseas. Because she fails to pay her debts, Rohani 
loses her house and land. After Jamal returns, complications arise when his 
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girlfriend Rosie’s father Kudin, a wealthy industrialist who knew Rohani, accuses 
her of being a prostitute. Rohani defends herself, saying that Kudin was the man 
who ruined her marriage when he attempted to seduce her, resulting in her 
husband’s tragic death (Norman, 2013b, p.4). The way the film discusses 
complexities of modernisation is from the influences of the Malaysian economic 
transformation that happens around the 1970s and 80s. From the agricultural-based 
economy, Malaysia has transfomed and adapted to the modern economic trend of 
consumerism, industrialisation and urbanization, which in the end threaten 
traditional family ties (ibid). This situation challenges gender roles through the 
character of the mother (Rohani), for which Rohani has to endure the hardship to 
overcome her familial issues i.e. to keep the family ties together and to overcome 
their economic struggles, as well as coping with external conflict with the society.  
Finally turning to art house films in the national context, the art house films 
(referring to the film by Yasmin Ahmad in chapter 6) were also known for their 
criticisms of the politics of cultural diversity, women’s position in society and 
religion in Malaysia. As a result, they have courted controversy and debate in the 
country (Norman, 2011; Khoo, 2007; Beng, 2015). Russell (2002), in her work 
about the legendary Akira Kurosawa, raises a question about the position of 
Kurosawa’s ‘Japanese-ness’ in his films. However, the point of criticism that 
Kurosawa problematises is Japan’s self-image and the West’s image of Japan, 
helping to refigure the traditional Japanese culture within cinema. A similar vision 
has been illustrated in Ahmad’s cinematic work, as her films tend to juxtapose 
traditional Malay-ness, for example, a Malay woman in baju kurung (Malay 
traditional dress) to Westernised attire. And yet, the traditional image does not 
reflect a static and passive culture, but actively engages with a global modern culture 
(Hanita, 2015, p.91).  
 In general, the film industry in Malaysia represents a connection between 
films and the social, cultural, religious belief and political condition in Malaysia. 
Despite the films being generally monocultural, the analysis in this study (in chapter 
3 to 6) illustrates the representation of gender in different genres can be a means of 
affirming and at the same time challenging the discourse of male-female 
representation in the Malaysian films. While all genres typically represent female 
characters in a passive and supporting role, the analysis (particularly in melodrama 
and the art house, which will be discussed in details in chapter 5 and 6) also 
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acknowledge female strength and stability; keeping their faith and serving as the 
bearers of moral and traditional. In the next empirical chapters, this thesis will 
demonstrate how Malaysian films represent the key theme of religion and gender 
using the lens of genre. It will also enable this study to look at how Malaysian film 
produces particular representations of gender that are related both to the specific 
cultural context of Malaysia and to the particular use that Malaysian films make of 
genre conventions.  
 
2.6. Conclusion 
This chapter provides an overview of the Malaysian film industry and its contextual 
setting, which has explored in brief the arrival of Islam into the Malay world and its 
influence in moving the country forward. As the early part of the chapter describes 
national policies and the Islamisation process that has occurred in Malaysia, it is 
noticeable that socio-economic forces, which are state-initiated, and the cultural 
development of the NEP years (1971-1990) and the NCP (1971) have produced a 
burgeoning discourse about the subjectivity of being both modern and a Malay-
Muslim. The developments of the socio-cultural and political aspects of the country 
have certainly influenced the cultural industry, particularly filmmaking activity, and 
this chapter has charted several key examples in the production and promotion of the 
old Malay cinema, which is derived from folk literature and pre-cinematic cultural 
forms such as the bangsawan.  
 From the early Malay filmmaking to the new and independent filmmakers, 
the Malaysian film industry predominantly produces a monoculture of a Malay film 
industry. Using the lens of genre, this study looks at how genre provides a kind of 
prism between global and local cinema, as illustrated in Chapter 1, and through 
which particular representations of Islam and gender related to Malaysian 
institutional and cultural context are integrated to the conventions of different 
popular genres. After discussions about the interconnected influence of Islam, the 
Malays and gender representation, this chapter has examined the various 
interpretations of Islamic film – from the political to the social and cultural points of 
view. This trajectory of the representation of Islam in films is useful for the research 
because it introduces the tropes and themes that recur in the contemporary films that 
will be analysed. Some examples represent the variety of interpretations of Islamic 
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film, including the nationalist sentiment in the country’s political sphere, i.e. the 
doctrinal belief that aims to bring the essence of Islam back to politics and society, 
as well as affirming religion and moral values as a code of conduct.  
In understanding the global and local cinema, the analysis of film genre 
establishes the relationships between the film text and its origin, and audiences’ 
understanding and response during the viewing process. Through their identification 
of formulaic and repetitive characteristics, genres in films function as a platform for 
initiating dialogue and negotiation about social and cultural issues. This 
identification also linked to what Schatz (1981, p.568) mention about the identifying 
feature of a film genre is its cultural context - its community of interrelated character 
types whose attitudes, values and actions flesh out dramatic conflicts inherent within 
that community. In the case of Malaysian cinema, the local modification of genre 
conventions helps in shaping the way local films represent religion and gender – and 
how, in the process, represent a particular discourse about local and national 
conflict, identity, culture and belief. It is worth reiterating Altman’s (1999, p.5,14) 
recognition that examining the construction and development of genres can give an 
insight into those of communities and nations. Therefore, the reworking of the 
generic and hybridise elements in film can reflect on the representation of Malaysia 
traditions and cultures. 
The next chapter will explore three contemporary horror films, Al-Hijab, 
Khurafat and Niyang Rapik, which partly continue the formula of the old Malay 
horror and pontianak (literally ghost of a woman) films of the 1950s and 1960s. 
Among others, these contemporary horror films deals with the intersection of pre-
Islamic and Islamic beliefs, as well as exploring the moral narratives about 
behaviours deemed to be immoral, such as sexual misconduct and seeking revenge. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
Islamic horror film? An analysis of the Malaysian horror films of 
Al-Hijab (Partition), Khurafat (The Superstition) and Niyang Rapik 
 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter analyses Malaysian horror films, and how the films represent Islam. 
Although religion and horror perhaps seem antithetical, their connection can be 
observed through mysticism and certain traditional pre-Islamic beliefs that can be 
found in Malaysia. It is worth beginning the discussion in this section by asking the 
question ‘what is the appeal of horror?’ Although there are various interpretations of 
the nature of ‘horror’ texts (Tudor, 1989; Wells, 2000; Neale, 2000; Cherry, 2009), a 
useful starting point for us here is Tudor’s (1997) social and contextual argument in 
relation to the horror narrative. As films may engage emotions or morality in many 
ways, it is important to understand the belief in the horror text as a form of 
representation that reflects the social, political and cultural norms of the particular 
society within which the texts are operating (also see Grant, 2012; Cherry 2009). 
The representations of horror and monstrosity in this context can be made 
pleasurable in diverse ways as Tudor elaborates, “the same representation of a 
monster might be found frightening, repulsive, ludicrous, pitiful or laughable by 
audiences in different social circumstances and at different times” (Tudor, 1997, p. 
457).  
A further remark by Tudor (1973, p.7) underlines the idea that the key 
factors which distinguish a genre are not only the characteristics inherent in the 
films themselves, but also looking at genre as the set of cultural conventions that we 
collectively believe it to maintain. Cherry (2009) further responds that the 
boundaries of a genre may well be blurred (or shift as they do with horror), but the 
members of the culture still know and recognise a horror film when they see one 
(2009, p. 24). Although different cultural contexts may have different ideas of what 
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horror is or should be, Wells (2000, p. 6-7) proposes that the grand narratives of 
horror feature the following attributes:  
a. social alienation;  
b. the collapse of the moral and spiritual order;  
c. a deep crisis of evolutionary identity; 
d. the overt articulation of humankind’s innermost imperatives; 
e. a need to express the implications of human existence in an appropriate 
aesthetic. 
 
These characteristics may be observed as being in relation to, and derived from, 
Western horror films. On the one hand, they can function as general characteristics 
of the classical and contemporary horror texts but on the other hand, the Malaysian 
horror films, which will be analysed in this chapter, have also challenged and 
modified these established horror conventions within the specific cultural and 
national context. The Malaysian Islamic horror films in general, and in particular 
those chosen for this study emphasises the significant role of religion and its 
morality and employs the genre to challenge what the film makers’ deem are 
corrupt, materialistic or self-centred ways of life going against the principles of 
Islam. The significant role of religion and morality also filters into the depiction of 
gender in horror; specifically the way the film represents gender in a binary fashion 
of male-activity and female-passivity in the recurrent narrative where the sinful male 
protagonist pursues worldly things and ends up punished by being tormented by 
female souls until eternity. 
As White (1971, p.1) emphasised, “no matter what makes a good film, no 
matter what its genre, it is something which cannot be entirely accounted for by its 
parts or elements. Rather, it is something within the identities of the pieces from 
which the film is constructed and within the nature of the ways in which they are 
combined.” This view can be seen to operate within two dimensions of film: firstly, 
the external factors of the social, political and cultural context in which the film is 
produced, and secondly, it involves internal aspects of the techniques and rhetoric 
involved in making the film (the issue of the style of the film – including montage 
and mise-en-scène). Therefore, the next section will explore the development of 
horror conventions in a specific context, for this convention not only able to provide 
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a similar dimension of genre across different cultures, but also challenged, 
renegotiated and re-represented the distinctive convention where the films are set.    
 
3.1.1 Dimensions of horror film: a brief history and development  
Defining a genre in general reflects the issue of a genre’s fluidity within its common 
conventions. Horror too, shares a similar difficulty, as Cherry (2009, p.3) argues that 
what might be classed as the essential conventions of horror according to one 
generation, or even one person, may be very different to the next. This section 
explores the dimensions or features of horror to demonstrate its variability - as an 
evolving set of ‘conceptual categories’ that are constantly in a state of flux (Cherry, 
2009, p.3) – that travels through time and space. In connection with the genre 
continuity and change, and by looking at horror as a genre “in flux”, this can be 
particularly useful to investigate how Malaysian films revisit this genre, employing 
some of its partterns but also adapting and revising them in relationship with the 
particular cultural, religious, social and political context. 
 From the Western filmmaking setting, the contemporary Western horror film 
takes its shape from early literary and theatrical horror including folktales, fairytales 
and gothic romances (Wells, 2000; Jancovich, 2002). Wells (2000, p. 3) illustrates 
the transition from the ‘old’ to the ‘new’ fears in the following note: 
In the way that fairytales, folktales and gothic romances articulated 
the fears of the ‘old’ world, the contemporary horror film has 
defined and illustrated the phobias of a ‘new’ world characterised by 
a rationale of industrial, technological and economic determinism. 
Arguably, more than any other genre, it has interrogated the deep-
seated effects of change and responded to the newly determined 
grand narratives of social, scientific and philosophical thought.  
 
Therefore, it is important here, according to Cherry (2009), to identify the ways in 
which different horror films change and adapt to the social, cultural and historical 
anxieties of the time and place in which the films were made.  Jancovich (2002, p.3) 
illustrates that the early development of horror film begins with the work of the 
imagination contained in The Trip to the Moon (1902) by George Méliès. This 
cinema of fantasy did not simply seek to document ‘reality’, but Méliès used the 
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potential of film to present images of things that could not exist, except in the 
imagination (Janconvich, 2002, p. 3).  
 Wells (2000, p.3) further notes that the history of horror films is essentially a 
history of anxiety in the twentieth century. From Nosferatu (1922), to Frankenstein 
(1931), to the period gothics by the Hammer and Corman studios, to Night of the 
Living Dead (1968), to the films of Jesus Franco and Alejandro Jodorowsky, Wells 
(2000) elaborates that the genre (horror) has been used to explore modes of social 
‘revolution’ in which naturalised ideas about bourgeois orthodoxy are transgressed, 
exposing how the ‘working class’ in Weimar, Germany, Depression-era America, 
Franco’s Spain and so on, have been oppressed and socially manipulated to maintain 
those advantaged by the late capitalist quo (2000, p. 4). This connection of historical 
and social conflicts and its development marks an important moment, as Grindon 
(2011, p.52) emphasises, such that portraying these conflicts on screen is 
fundamental to the popularity of a genre and shapes its formal development.    
 Scholars have also recognised that horror films were actively invoked in 
Hollywood during the 1930s and 1940s (Tudor, 1989; Jancovich, 2002; Neale, 2000; 
Hutchings, 2004). Hutchings (2004, p.25) exemplifies the 1930s’ American horror 
films and their relation to particular notions of modernity, although different films 
address modernity in different ways. Among others, the fascination in many films 
relates to the use of modern technology in the sciences, as well as the technologies 
of communication and transportation. The 1930s monsters are also seen as responses 
to the fear and anxieties associated with the Great Depression and the resulting 
economic crises (Hutchings, 2004; Baca, 2009). For instance, the connection 
between text and context is often made in relation to the Frankenstein films, with 
Frankenstein’s monster identified as a powerless, proletarian figure with which an 
economically disempowered audience might identify (O’Flinn, 1986 in Hutchings, 
2004, p. 25-26). Although Caroll (1999, p.147,156) asserts that the monster is a 
typical character that inhabits horror fictions, the Western horror extends the 
character’s dimension, as horror ‘figures of menace’, ‘destruction and violence’ now 
tend to be ‘mad scientists, psychopaths, extraterrestrials and a host of strange 
supernatural and naturally monstrous mutations’ (Neale, 2000, p. 94). 
 Stone (2001) examines the dimension of horror differently, which correlates 
fear with the natural environmental crisis. This representation of disagreement 
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between humans and nature is generally because of the human faults too; 
overlooking human ties with nature, which later turns the nature into an enemy 
(2001, p.4). The threat of nature also leads to another feature of horror, which 
capitalises on the confrontation between humans and the supernatural sphere. As 
filmmaker David Cronenberg describes horror as “the genre of confrontation” 
(Stone, 2001, p. 3), the threat of the supernatural in horror fiction may well appear 
from three sources: (1) that which has died or is able to reach us from beyond the 
grave (ghosts, reincarnations, mummies, zombies, and vampires), (2) witchcraft and 
sorcery, and (3) the demonic and the Satanic (ibid, p.3) Among popular horror films 
with supernatural causes is The Exorcist (1973 – first released in the US by Warner 
Bros), which focuses upon threats of demonic possession (Tudor, 1989, p.81). The 
Exorcist was extremely influential both in promoting the horror movie as big-
budget-mass audience entertainment, as well as in changing the boundaries of 
horror-movie permissiveness. Since The Exorcist achieved great box office success, 
Carroll (2004, p.1) observes that horror has become a staple across contemporary art 
forms, including the notable music video clip of Thriller by Michael Jackson, the 
Broadway musical smash of Phantom of the Opera (1988), as well as America’s TV 
series of Freddy’s Nightmare.  
The shifting of horror figures reflects a dynamic of the genre in particular 
contexts. Freeland (2004, p.189) observes that some American contemporary movies 
that hint at changes in horror films during the past decade, which are that these 
horrors are more subtle and lingering, a matter of mood rather than monsters. The 
advent of Psycho (1960, dir. Alfred Hitchcock), for example, is generally regarded 
as the turning point and as the beginning of something new. The ‘new’ reflects how 
film located horror firmly and influentially within the modern psyche, in the modern 
world, modern relationships and the modern (dysfunctional) family (as pointed out 
in Neale, 2000, p.96). In a recent production, one of the hit films was The Blair 
Witch Project (by Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sanchez, 1999) that is known for its 
low-budget cum indie nature, which became a film sensation and a huge financial 
success (Freeland, 2004, p.189; Jancovich, 2002, p.7). Despite its huge success in 
the market, The Blair Witch Project arguably looks like a one-off gimmick rather 
than the start of a new cycle of horror production, and as the cycle of post-Scream 
films seems to be coming to an end, future developments of the horror genre are 
likely to be difficult to predict (Jancovich, 2002, p.7). Hollywood at present, 
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Jancovich (ibid) adds, seems to turn back to the 1970s by producing a series of films 
that draw on the stories of demonic possession and conspiracy; End of Days (1999), 
Lost Soul (2000) and Bless the Child (2000) were amongst the horror films that 
conformed to the appeal of horror as in The Exorcist (1973) and The Omen (1976).   
The much recent horror hit films of The Conjuring (2013, dir. James Wan) 
and its sequel Annabelle (2014, dir. John R. Leonetti) produce similar horror 
patterns of demonic possession. Based on these recent horrors, one of the most 
distinctive characteristics identified is the way they frame supernatural tales as 
events that might have ‘really’ happened (Walsh-Pasulka, 2005, p.44-46). For 
example, The Blair Witch Project created the impression that it was portraying ‘real’ 
events through the use of some conventions that are typical of the documentary 
genre (e.g. use of found footage, even if in this case was fabricated) and by creating 
a media buzz through an early use of an Internet website as a promotional 
instrument. As for The Conjuring, the horror plot claims to tell the real story of the 
parapsychologist couple who are the protagonists of the movie. This example is 
particularly relevant to illustrate how the horror genre in the Western context may 
also play with people’s systems of beliefs. In this regard, Tudor (1989, p.9) points 
out that horror films’ relationship with the supernatural provide a key element to 
categorize different kinds of horror movies. Horror movies focusing on vampires, 
witches, werewolves and zombies fall within the ‘supernatural’ threat, whereas films 
focusing on invaders from space, prehistoric monsters, creations of mad scientists, 
and in many cases psychotics, may be labelled, according to Tudor (1989, p. 9) as 
‘secular’. 
If the horror genre has experienced consistent changes in Western cinema 
across time, adapting to different cultural and historical contexts, the way different 
non-Western film traditions have reinterpreted the genre arguably shows an even 
greater level of variation. For what concerns the development of horror dimension 
from the West, the Asian region also offers a ‘generic ghost’ (Lim, 2007, p.109) that 
relatively shaped the Malaysian horror setting. Yet, some common patterns in the 
approach to the genre can be found across different contexts in the Asian region.  
Indonesian horror films, in particular, share some important characteristics 
with Malaysian films. Similarly to Malaysia, Indonesia is a country in which Islam 
is the dominant religion within a multiethnic society. Horror is an important genre in 
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Indonesian cinema, and can also found in other mass media such as in radio and 
television programmes (Heider, 1991; Van Heeren, 2009). Heider (1991) noted that 
the traditional folklore is often the basis of the plot. Since the new beginning of 
Indonesian horror film in the early 70s, the narrative revolves around the threat 
between human and creature – e.g. Ratu Ular (1972, Snake Queen), Ratu Buaya 
Putih (1988, White Crocodile Queen) – and later extended to other superstitious 
beliefs and mystery tales recounting supernatural events (ibid, p.5). Heider also adds 
that the basic theme of Indonesian horror begins with the creation of a supernatural 
monster of some sort who then threatens human and is eventually subdued by a 
superior supernatural power, usually knowledge (ilmu), taught to the hero by a guru 
(ibid. p.44). This theme of supernatural threats and the power to heal also leads to 
the concept of obtaining helps from a religious figure to exorcise the monster. Van 
Heeren (2009) emphasises this protagonist in Indonesian horror films since the 
1980s, who has mainly been a kyai or some other religious figure with Islamic 
connections (ibid, p.138-139). This knowledge of Islam is necessary to help exorcise 
the monster or evil power.  
Thailand horrors also have more in common with the Malay horror. For 
instance, a popular tradition of horror films is known as Nang Phii, literally ghost or 
spirit film, and originated from a pre-Buddhist animist discourse that still powerfully 
permeates Thai society (Ainslie, 2011, p.47). Ghosts and spirits or “Phii” have 
always been a staple part of Thai cinema, and this continues in the contemporary 
industry (ibid). Ancuta (2011) also make a point that the spectral element, which 
roughly understood as “a scene involving a ghost” can be seen as a characteristic 
feature of many Thai horror film, and as a specifically Thai narrative technique 
(ibid, p.171). 
It is worth reiterating that horror genre in films have always appeared to be 
more flexible and adaptable in their encompassing of the cultural moment, giving 
scope for filmmakers to encode changing socio-cultural concerns with ease (Cherry, 
2009, p.11). As fear is central to the horror film, issues such as social upheaval, 
anxieties about natural and manmade disasters, conflicts and wars, crime and 
violence, can all contribute to the genre’s continuation (ibid). This understanding of 
fear as culturally-informed and strictly related to contemporary issues and events 
implies that horror movies build a strong relationship between society (or context) 
and horror, as illustrated for instance by the 1980’s ‘body shock’ horror films, in 
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which monsters were viewed as metaphors for the then new HIV-AIDS virus 
(Guerrero, 1990, as cited in Baca, 2009, p.4). White (1971) equally asserts that 
horror films are not just a sequence of certain events: they represent a unity of a 
certain kind of action that can be subtle in establishing its threat.  
The recognition of horror film’s relationship to contemporary anxieties may 
serve as a guiding framework for the analysis of Malaysian horror films, particular 
with regard to the central threat that is presented in the narrative. In the case of 
Malaysian horror and for the purpose of this study, I propose that examining the fear 
threat in these films allows identifying the relationship between horror as a film 
genre and its social and political agendas within the Malaysian context. In studying 
the relationship, this chapter will also examine the way in which the film represents 
Islam and Islamic values and meanings within the horror narrative. 
 
3.2 Malaysian horror films 
In examining the development of film genre, Neale (2000, p.93) reiterates the claim 
made by Gledhill (1987) that genre consists of a mixed heritage and development in 
a wide range of different forms and cultures. As a consequence, a historical 
overview of the development of Malaysian horror film provides a useful background 
to the analysis. Grindon (2011, p.51) adds that a genre study frequently emerges 
from the impact of the past on the present because a historical perspective may 
enhance our understanding of a provocative trend, like the rise of science fiction 
films in the 1970s. He further notes that the historical development of genre is 
generally linked to the external (commercial success, industrial compatibility, 
supporting cultural phenomena, and sociopolitical events) and internal (dominant 
and subordinate traits within a genre) changes of its social conflicts (ibid). 
 During the golden period for the local film industry, that is from the 1950s to 
the 1960s, a multiplicity of films from melodrama and comedy to horror was 
produced. Horror, in particular, became popular following the enormous commercial 
success of the Pontianak films, particularly B. N. Rao’s first two Pontianak films in 
1957: Pontianak and Dendam Pontianak (‘Revenge of the Pontianak’) (Norman, 
2013b). These Pontianak films, which were produced by Cathay-Keris Film (the 
then prominent film studio), not only launched the genre and made actress Maria 
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Menado an overnight success, but also unprecedentedly managed to attract many 
different audiences, including non-Malay audiences (Mustafar & Zaini, 2012; 
Hamzah Hussain, 1998 cited in Norman, 2013b).  
 Groom (1957) explains the myth of pontianak as a ghost of a woman who 
had tragically perished during childbirth. The spirit appears as a beautiful woman 
who entices her victims before turning into a ghastly creature and attacking them 
(Groom, 1957 in eresource.nlb.gov.sg, 2014). As the story of pontianak travels 
through time and space, ‘her’ monstrous figure also represents a recurring issue of 
Islamic beliefs about life and death. Lee and Sarata (2016) argue that ‘her ambiguity 
presents another form of difficulty because her existence as the un-dead is in 
defiance of Islamic beliefs of life after death’ (p.164). The portrayal of pontianak 
and hantu in local horror films intersects in complex ways with the system of belief 
of the society. Considered to be a popular film genre in Malaysia (e.g. the revenue 
collection of Khufarat (2008) marked more than Eight Million Ringgit Malaysia), 
Mohd Zohdi et. al (2014) argues that horror films, with images of ghastly figures 
and apparitions, in some ways are capable of inducing this old belief of hantu (p.32). 
These films, done in the interest of the arts, perplex the audience with portions of 
Islamic practices of zikr, prayer (du‘a), and fragments of verses of the Quran as well 
as the entities mentioned in the Quran such as jinn, shaitan, and Iblis (devils) (ibid, 
p.32). The way these films represent the intersection of horror, Malay beliefs and 
Islamic practices has ignited arguments between religious authorities and local film 
producers. The various analysis of pontianak also extends the discourse of 
representation of woman in the symbolic order. Mulvey (1975, p.14) argues that this 
representation mainly speaks about castration. Using the psychoanalytic approach, 
Mulvey adds that women in the narrative film are in their exhibitionist role, being 
looked at and displayed for their strong visual and erotic impact to connote ‘to-be-
looked-at-ness’ (ibid, p.19) which may cause oppression. Creed (1986, p.45) extends 
this oppression to the concept of the monstrous-feminine in the horror film, which 
was drawn from Julia Kristeva’s work (1982) on the maternal figure and abjection, 
as a source of horror, and how it works within patriarchal society (ibid). For 
example, in the film Carrie (1976, directed by Brian De Palma), Creed claims that 
the most monstrous act of the film occurs when the couple is drenched in pig’s 
blood, which symbolises menstrual blood. Women in this context, she adds, are 
referred to in the film as ‘pigs’ and women ‘bleed like pigs’; the blood flow signifies 
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horror, shame and humiliation (ibid, p.52).  This manifestation of the bloody and 
wounded appearance of female monstrosity also inspired the construction of 
Malaysian female monsters. However, the signifying symbols of horror have shifted 
across time in Malaysian films, from the Pontianak or vampiric and the blood-
related representations to the battle between tradition and modernity in subsequent 
horror films (Norman, 2013b; Ng, 2009).  
Norman (2013b, p.99) points out that the representation of this battle has 
informed other subsequent horror films such as the Frankenstein-inspired Gergasi 
(Giant, 1958 directed by Diresh Ghosh) and Si Tora Harimau Jadian (Si Tora the 
Were-Tiger, 1964 by P.Ramlee). Another example is the critically-acclaimed film 
entitled Rahsia (The Secret, 1987 by Othman Hafsham) made along the lines of 
American ‘family horror’ with its focus on the ‘haunted house’ theme popular in the 
1970s and 1980s. In the film, a middle-class couple, whose daughter has recently 
died, moves into an old bungalow where the spirit of a murdered child haunts them. 
We learn that the ghost was the orphan nephew of the bungalow’s former owner 
who swapped his identity with that of his son so that he could inherit the nephew’s 
property. Norman’s (2013b, p.101) analysis of this film has identified its strident 
critique and exposé of the white-collar criminality and capitalist greed that some see 
as the distinguishing disposition of nouveau-riche Muslim-Malays.  
During the 1970s and 1980s, stories in contemporary Malay cinema revolved 
around the same issues of familial problems and societal conflicts in the most 
popular genres of the era, namely drama, horror or comedy (Hassan, 2013, p.102). 
As the revival period influences local film, the highlighting of class issues and rural-
urban conflict appeared in many films of the 1970s and 1980s (for example, the 
previous film of Rahsia or The Secret, 1987). This is also seen as a reflection of the 
country’s emerging modernisation, a tendency in line with the state’s introduction of 
the New Economic Policy (NEP). This trend can also be attributed to the censorship 
restrictions that prevented horror films from featuring gendered ghosts such as the 
pontianak, for this appears to contradict the notion of progress and modernity for 
Malaysia (Van Der Heide, 2002; Norman, 2013b). The previously mentioned 
development of Malaysian horror films indicates the multiple features of the horror 
narrative that transform through time, which can also be referred to as the working 
features for Malaysian horror films.  
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The film analysis in this chapter will focus on a selection of recent horror 
films that exemplify the structure of the male quest of desire (for fame, fortune and 
women) that shifts them away from the moral path. In order to fulfil their lust and 
desires, they tend to commit such acts that are deemed immoral and against religious 
principles. The climax of these films exhibits the confrontation between the main 
male character and the vengeful spirits and human acts. The film endings exhibit an 
open-ended concept for Al-Hijab and Niyang Rapik, which leaves the audience in 
suspense as to what will happen next. For Khurafat, it ends with the death of the 
main male character. The noted features of the selected horror films will help in the 
investigation of the relationship between Malaysian horror films and the 
representation of Islam.  Three local films that have been classified by their 
respective production houses as horror are namely Al-Hijab (The Partition, 2011), 
Khurafat (The Superstition, 2011) and Niyang Rapik (2010). The intention is to 
explore the reworking of the genre of Malaysian horror films by illuminating the 
representations of Islam based on the narrative, filmic styles as well as the 
multiplicity of characters. The intersection between contemporary horror films and 
Islam in this analysis is also seen as resulting from global as well as Malaysia’s 
Islamisation policies, which have been introduced and implemented since the early 
1980s. This transformation process, which occurred at the multilevel structure of 
government and society, has helped to shape a host of activities in the spheres of 
education, economy, administration and the arts that were supposed to be informed 
by or based upon Islamic principles (Azmi & Shamsul, 2004, p.354). The 
Islamisation process that has occurred in Malaysia has also influenced various works 
of art and also the entertainment business, including the local filmmaking industry. 
 
3.3 Al-Hijab (The Partition, 2011) 
The horror film is amongst the favourite genres of Malaysian producers/directors for 
its promotional appeal in the local film market.  The film of Al-Hijab (2011, dir. 
Pierre Andre) introduces an interesting but different Islamic concept of ‘hijab’ in a 
horror narrative. Released for public screening in 2011, Al-Hijab tells the story of 
Rafael (working as an actor in a film), who does not believe in ghosts. Rafael is 
offered a leading role in a horror movie, which then incites him to learn about 
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‘hijab’ and he then wishes to unlock ‘it’ to witness the invisible. ‘Hijab’ usually 
denotes the veil that Muslim women wear. However, ‘hijab’ in this film signifies the 
‘partition’ created by Allah to conceal a person’s vision from unseen creatures, and 
the uplifting of ‘hijab’ means that a person could gain their ‘sixth sense’ to see the 
invisible.  
The plot structure of Al-Hijab begins with a scene involving a couple lost at 
night. Their journey traps them into a dead end, and they meet up with a group of 
men who are on their way to seek help from a traditional healer to cure Laila, a 
woman who has been possessed by the dark spirit. As they are discussing Laila and 
trying to find a solution to their lost route (since they are all trapped in the middle of 
nowhere), the husband (Haidar) suddenly sees Laila (the possessed woman) in his 
car with his wife. This scene hints that something bad will happen to his wife, since 
Laila is under a spell and possibly will harm his wife. As Haidar anxiously 
anticipates what will happen next, the shot is cut to a copy of a film script entitled 
‘Jalan Mati’ (Dead end). The initial scenes about Haidar, his wife and the possessed 
woman are part of Jalan Mati’s script visualisation. The next scene introduces 
Rafael, a part-time actor who struggles to establish himself in show business. The 
following plot suggests the relationship between Rafael and the production of Jalan 
Mati.  
Disruption occurs when Rafael receives a call from the production team 
(director and producer), and happily accepts the offer of the leading role in a horror 
film entitled Jalan Mati. They hand him the script and request Rafael to watch 
horror films to help him get into the mood and prepare him for the role. A problem 
occurs, as Rafael claims that he is not afraid of ghosts since they are invisible. Qiss, 
his girlfriend, consults her mother about Rafael’s problem and the mother then 
reveals to Rafael what “hijab” is; a ‘partition’ that God created to conceal a person’s 
vision from the unseen creatures. If he wishes to see the invisible, Rafael needs to 
unlock his ‘hijab.’ He begins to learn about ‘hijab’ from the Internet and the library, 
seeking for information on how to uplift the ‘hijab’.   
Information search about the ‘hijab’ leads to a series of complication in the 
narrative. Rafael receives a text message from a mysterious sender. He travels to the 
address stated in the text message and meets Mak (Aunty) Tam, a lady (a Malay 
traditional healer) who senses his intention. Mak Tam warns Rafael about the risk of 
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his request, but Rafael insists it is for his character in the new film. After some 
deliberation, Mak Tam agrees to fulfil the request. As they arrive at the specific 
location, Mak Tam begins the ritual by reciting a special prayer to lift the ‘hijab.' 
Rafael begins to see creatures around him: visually frightening expressions on some 
disfigured faces of women, but he feels excited about it. Mak Tam requests that she 
should lock the ‘hijab’, but Rafael refuses; he asks for another day to observe the 
unseen world. Mak Tam agrees, but reminds him that only she can lock it up again. 
The uplifting of ‘hijab’ brings the film to its climax. On the way home, 
Rafael’s car breaks down so he has to leave it and try to get a lift. But all the 
vehicles are reluctant to offer him a lift after they notice a (woman) spirit alongside 
Rafael. Luckily, three men in a mini lorry stop and offer him a lift, but only later do 
they discover that Rafael is not alone as the spirit appears before them. They stop the 
vehicle and run frantically, leaving Rafael puzzled; but he is still unaware that the 
ghost is accompanying him. He continues to walk home, but stops at an abandoned 
flat to search for a ghost. A chaotic moment happens as the spirit begins to appear 
and continuously starts haunting Rafael. The spirit appears in the form of a female 
figure but with some ‘repulsive’ looks (in Figure 3.1(a) and (b) below). Rafael 
escapes from the flat and finally arrives home, only to encounter more disturbances 
from monsters including young and old female monsters in long, muddy dresses 
with long hair and disfigured faces. At the same time, Qiss appears in front of his 
house, crying; he invites her in. Rafael calls Qiss’s mother to inform her that Qiss is 
in his house, but the mother told Rafael that Qiss is asleep in her room. As he hangs 
up the phone, the monster appears right in front of him and he falls unconscious. 
Rafael then realises that the Qiss who appeared last night was a ghost’s 
impersonation (as in Figure 3.1(c) and (d) below). 
Finally, Rafael returns the script to the producer and tells him that he is not 
able to be involved in the film production. He rushes out to meet Mak Tam with the 
hope of locking up the ‘hijab.' As he arrives at Mak Tam’s place, many people are 
there, including someone who recites the Quran beside a dead body in the house. 
Rafael recognises the body lying in the house; she is Mak Tam. A flashback of Mak 
Tam’s reminder last night appears and reminds him that ‘no one can perform the 
ritual, except me.’ Rafael turns away in panic; the film ends with a close-up shot of 
Rafael’s anxious expression. 
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Figure 3.1 (a): Rafael is being ‘watched’ by the spirit at the abandoned flat 
 
 
Figure 3.1 (b): Another female monster in Al-Hijab 
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Figure 3.1 (c): Qiss suddenly appears in front of Rafael’s house, crying 
 
 
Figure 3.1 (d): The ‘Qiss’ who appeared was a ghost’s impersonation 
 
3.3.1 Imagining the ‘unseen’ in Al-Hijab 
To understand the Islamic element of ‘hijab’ in this film, it is worth mentioning that 
the concept of ‘hijab’ is connected to the Islamic notion of knowledge (Mohd 
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Aizam, 2013). Similar to ‘hijab’ is the concept of obtaining ‘kasyaf’, which 
connotes the uplifting of the ‘partition’ to search for the knowledge and wisdom to 
intensify a Muslim’s knowledge and conviction to Allah. It is important to 
understand that the miracle of ‘hijab’ is bestowed on whom He (Allah) wishes. It is 
also to be regarded as a legitimate search for knowledge in Islam, provided that the 
pursuit of knowledge is in accordance with the fundamental teaching of Islam (Abd. 
Hamid, 2010). However, the uplifting of ‘hijab’ may also jeopardise one’s religious 
conviction if it is conducted in a manner conflicting with the teaching of Islam, 
particularly if it is done without referring to the Quran and Hadith (the teachings of 
Prophet).  
 Despite the Islamic allusions to ‘hijab’, this film was criticised in the Malay 
media for propagating ‘superstition’, for it possibly provokes people to find ways to 
uplift their ‘hijab’ for illegitimate purposes (i.e. searching for supernatural beings) 
(Mohd. Rasdan, 2011). The film critic Syazwan Zakariah (2011, p.2-3) criticises Al-
Hijab for being a horror machine that merely incites enjoyment, since the film 
centres on Rafael’s desire to see ghosts. However, in an interview with Utusan 
Malaysia (one of the Malaysian mainstream newspapers), Ahmad Idham (a 
Malaysian film director), argues that the production of horror films is not intended to 
promote ideas conflicting with Islamic morality. Rather, the insertion of the mystical 
element in most horror films is to portray characters that are lost in the ‘other world’ 
or that have drifted onto the wrong path in life. This depiction, in return, serves to 
accentuate the film’s morality which consists in reverting to God and the one 
religion (read Islam) (Utusan Malaysia, 18 May, 2008).     
 Al-Hijab illustrates a straightforward plot structure as the order of events 
creates a causal effect in the narrative, which revolves around the quest for ‘hijab’ in 
order to enter the unseen world. The opening scene of the film reveals the causality 
of events that connects the narrative with Rafael, the main character of this film and 
‘the main agent of change’ (terms by Gillespie, 2006, p.91) in the narrative. The 
structure of this film exposes a male quest for fame and fortune, which then leads to 
an obsession. By accepting the leading role in a horror film, Rafael begins his 
exploration for the assigned character, but his dilemma of ‘not being afraid of 
ghosts’ has made him obsessed with hunting for spirits in order to sense the horror. 
Rafael becomes engrossed after he is able to see the ghosts and is reluctant to lock 
the ‘hijab’ immediately; instead he asks for another day. Although Mak Tam does 
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not agree with the request, she finally approves it, but continuously reminds Rafael 
about her responsibility to cover the hijab. The role of helper can be seen in the 
character of Mak Tam, who is willing to help Rafael in his quest to see the unseen 
world, and she responsibly enlightens him about the risks of this decision (as in 
Figure 3.1(e), Rafael and Mak Tam after the uplifting of the ‘hijab’ ritual). 
 
 
Figure 3.1 (e): Rafael and Mak Tam (after the uplifting of the ‘hijab’ ritual) 
 
The quest or hero’s journey structure often involves problems and conflicts 
(Gillespie, 2006, p.100). Thus, conflicts in Al-Hijab occur as soon as the monstrous 
figures emerge and interrupt Rafael. This disruption triggers a disastrous experience 
for Rafael, which in the end causes him to reject the script given to him by the 
production team, and he struggles to conceal the ‘hijab’. The final scene whereby 
Mak Tam’s passing is discovered, ends with the fearful expression of Rafael, which 
hints at his tormented life as well as an endless quest to conceal his hijab’ again. The 
finale suggests an open-ended plot for Al-Hijab, as the death of Mak Tam indicates 
the possibility of a continuous threat for Rafael from the monstrous creatures, 
leaving the audience in suspense about what will happen next. The quest of Rafael 
to fulfil his desires for uplifting the ‘hijab’ appears to oppose the principle of Islam, 
which prescribes humbleness and modesty within and among humans and the idea 
that humans should not seek to attain the special and superior powers reserved for 
God. Apart from an endless quest for Rafael to reconceal his ‘hijab’, the ending 
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suggests that an individual should take care about following certain obsessions and 
reflects the importance of understanding the fundamentals of knowledge, in this case 
an understanding of ‘hijab’.  
The dim and mysterious setting for this film also enhances the suspense by 
limiting the viewer’s access to the scenes, and thus this withholds the fear. During a 
night supper scene between Rafael and his girlfriend (Qiss) in Al-Hijab, the close-up 
shots of Rafael and his proud tone when announcing that he is not terrified of ghosts 
set off the disruption plot. Rafael’s quest and his obsession about revealing his 
‘hijab’ also reflect an individual quest for the power to rule over a certain space, but 
the possession of power that derives from an obsession could result in self-
destruction.  
Additionally, the analysis of Al-Hijab seeks to impart a social commentary 
by focusing on the contradiction between modernity and the traditional values of 
Malay society. The characterisation of Qiss, her parents/family, and Rafael reflects 
their modern and urban lifestyle. Despite this, Qiss and her mother are also the 
source of information that reveals the concept of ‘hijab’ to Rafael, in which is 
exemplified their traditional beliefs and knowledge about this special gift. Qiss’s 
mother shares a story from her childhood experience about a lady being possessed 
because of the lifting of the ‘hijab’. These contradictory values appear significant in 
the interpretation of the purpose of uplifting the ‘hijab’ and Rafael’s interest in 
mystical belief, rather than reflecting its legitimate purpose for Islamic knowledge 
seeking. Ng (2014) observes that the intersection of modernity and this animistic 
belief system exemplifies the persistence of a pre-modern past within the modern 
reality, and as popular media, films provide a powerful avenue to represent this 
intersection of pre-modern beliefs and the modern deployment of horror storytelling. 
 
3.4 Khurafat (The Superstition, 2011) 
Another horror film selected for this study is Khurafat (literally meaning ‘the 
superstition’), which was also released in 2011 (dir. Shamsul Yusof). Khurafat tells 
the story of Johan who became engrossed in a superstitious belief in order to win his 
desired woman, and ended up suffering the consequences. The narrative of Khurafat 
begins with a group of men is escorting a casket for a funeral. Amid the crowd, 
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focus is given to a man (Johan) who is in tears as he accompanies the body. A 
quotation from the Quran appears which indicates that one must not seek help from 
the spirit. The story concerns Johan, who is a responsible child to his family and is 
now married to Aishah (Figure 3.2(a) – Johan and Aishah). The Imam (Islamic 
congregation leader) also admires his positive characteristics, especially his 
relationship with the family. During his meeting with the Imam, Johan witnesses a 
frightening event concerning the Imam curing an old man of being possessed by a 
spirit. The Imam retrieved an amulet (which is linked to the superstitious practices 
associated with pre-Islamic rituals, including owning an amulet or charm for power 
and life protection) from the house compound, and later reminds the villager about 
the consequences of following such beliefs. The scene intercuts with the character of 
a woman in a nightclub. She looks unhappy and keeps mentioning Johan; she hints 
at their history together and now that Johan is married to another woman, she is 
disappointed. 
 
 
Figure 3.2 (a): Johan and his wife, Aishah 
 
Disruption occurs when a woman, Ana, keeps bothering Johan and asks him 
to accept her back. They were in a relationship before, but Johan left because of her 
lack of morality: her interest in partying and nightclubs. Johan is now married to 
Aishah, and since then, they have begun to experience frightening moments 
involving spirits. As a mortuary keeper at the hospital, Johan deals with the 
deceased, but recently he has started to face disturbance from the spirits, seeing 
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creatures almost every day. This is similar to what Aishah has experienced. Johan 
believes that Ana cast the spells to disturb them, as she keeps begging for Johan to 
be with her again. Makcik (Aunty) Ros, the hospital cleaner, seems to observe Johan 
too, suggesting that she knows what has happened to him. The plot arrives at its 
complication as Ana’s obsession with winning back Johan leads to various terrifying 
experiences for both Johan and Aishah. A ghost that appears as a disfigured woman 
is constantly haunting them, and Aishah pleads with Johan to resolve this problem. 
Later, Johan and Aishah find out that Ana has attempted suicide. The next day, at 
the hospital with his mother, Johan confronts some terrifying moments of being 
‘observed’ by the spirits (a disfigured feminine monster in a white-but-full-of-blood 
dress) (as visualised in Figure 3.2(b)). It leads to Johan having nightmares about 
someone ‘grabbing’ him, then seeing a strange woman (a middle-aged woman in a 
traditional Malay dress called baju kurung) outside the house. Johan starts to seek 
Makcik Ros to obtain some answers to his troubles. Makcik Ros asks Johan to seek 
for forgiveness from those he has hurt before (Figure 3.2(c)). 
 
 
Figure 3.2 (b): A disfigured feminine monster in a white and-full-of-blood dress is 
disturbing Johan 
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Figure 3.2 (c): Johan meets Makcik Ros at her house 
 
The film achieves its climax as Johan immediately runs to meet Ana, but 
discovers that she is dead, having committed suicide in her bedroom. After the post-
mortem, Ana’s body is to be located at the mortuary where Johan works. A 
frightening incident happens at the mortuary door where Ana’s body is kept. The 
door is suddenly locked and a female ghost appears before Johan; he shuts his eyes 
and turns away. The next scene exhibits the process of preparing the deceased (in 
the Islamic way), from bathing and shrouding the body to the special prayer. The 
film cuts to a night scene en route to Ana’s hometown, where Man (the van 
driver/Johan’s colleague) advises Johan to accept this fate (the passing of Ana). 
Johan reveals his mistake of leaving Ana and his disturbing experiences (of seeing 
ghosts). Simultaneously, Aishah tells her mother-in-law about the problems and 
disturbances that they have experienced. During the transportation of Ana’s body, 
accident occur involving Johan and Man (Figure 3.2(d) and (e)). The climax of the 
plot appears in flashback scenes, depicting sequences involving Johan seeking help 
from the shaman (witchdoctor) to win Ana’s love (as shown in Figure 3.2(f)). 
The flashback sequences reveal that Johan finally admits his mistake of 
committing the ‘khurafat’ (a Malay superstitious belief) in order to win Ana’s love. 
This pre-Islamic belief relies on a supernatural power to achieve an individual’s 
desires, but is contrary to the teachings of Islam. As Johan tries to search for help 
after the accident, flashback scenes expose how Johan seeks for help from the 
shaman to fulfil his desire for Ana. He disregards a reminder about the haunting of 
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the spirits as a consequence of his superstitious activity, and ends up marrying 
Aishah. The intercut scene of Johan coming home after the accident and seeing his 
own body lying in the midst of the crowd sets a closure that he actually died in the 
incident. As he is escorting himself for the funeral, his soul is searching for 
forgiveness from Allah (Johan is portrayed in an emotional condition - in tears and 
regrets). The film ends with Johan simultaneously looking up to the sky and the 
camera shot intercuts with scenes of the family members that he leaves behind.    
 
3.4.1 The fallacious life in Khurafat  
During the public screening in January 2011, Khurafat successfully collected 8.08 
million (Ringgit Malaysia; USD2.038 million) and this marks the highest revenue 
collection for a Malaysian horror film. The plot structure of Khurafat portrays a 
similar structure to Al-Hijab - the plot exhibits a linear order of events that creates a 
causal effect in the narrative. The opening scenes reveal the setting up of the causal 
events that connect the narrative with Johan, the main character of this film. The 
initial still shot of Quranic verses about superstitious belief illuminates the main 
theme of this film. The central storyline of Khurafat is about Johan and his new life 
after marrying Aishah. People admire him for his reliable personality towards his 
family, which also symbolises that he possesses positive male and leader 
characteristics. However, the presence of Ana reveals her past history with Johan, as 
she keeps begging Johan to accept her back. The recurring terrifying scenes between 
Johan, Aishah and the spirit establish the causal effect of using black magic. As 
Johan starts to discover the mysterious events that occur in his family, the quest 
reveals that all these are part of the ‘punishment’ for him using black magic before. 
The punishment leads Johan to a new situation in the narrative, in which he needs to 
confront the issue and to resolve the problem. A final still shot of Quranic verses 
about forbidding mythical belief draws viewers to reflect on its contradictory 
practices from the norms of cultural and religious belief, particularly in Islam.  
This film represent social taboos within the Malay culture, specifically in 
obtaining power to gratify needs and desires. Apart from the utilisation of the 
traditional features of a character’s appearance (physical and emotional) and the 
film’s setting, this narrative represents an essential contradiction between affirming 
traditional Malay beliefs in sorcery and witch-hood, with Islamic allusions to hijab, 
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spiritual (Islamic) healing and verses of the Quran. In other words, Khurafat, in 
some way, articulating both Islamicisation and traditional and mythical Malay 
beliefs. These traditions regularly feature as central elements of narrative in the 
contemporary Malaysian horror films, in which are insinuated cultural 
representations of ‘good, Islamicised’ healers and ‘bad’ healers who practice 
witchcraft and black magic.  
The structure of Khurafat portrays a man’s (Johan’s) quest for love, but 
simultaneously establishes Johan as a villain that allows desire and lust to rule his 
life. Prior to marrying Aishah, Johan is obsessed with Ana, who he met in the 
nightclub, but has been rejected. This rejection upsets him and he decided to seek a 
shaman to fulfil his wishes. A flashback scene in the climax reveals how Johan 
seeks help from the shaman, who provides Johan with a liquid/oil charm to be used 
for Ana. In addition to this lust and desire, the nightclub space in the film also 
signifies ‘the secular western debauchery’, and his erroneous desires lead him to 
superstitious practices. 
As the haunting sequences occur to both Johan and Aishah, Makcik (Aunty) 
Ros appears to represent the helper in discovering the real problem between them. In 
her meeting with Johan, Makcik (Aunty) Ros reminds him, “Jika kamu ada sakitkan 
hati sesiapa, lekaslah minta maaf dengan orang itu kerana benda ini makin hampir 
dengan Johan.” (Trans.: If you have hurt anyone before, please ask for forgiveness, 
as this thing is getting closer to you). The meeting with Makcik Ros has led Johan to 
unravel the truth behind all the disturbances that have occurred, and he looks for 
forgiveness from Ana. The utilisation of present scenes and the flashbacks, 
according to Norman (2013b), serves as a form of contemplation of one time 
through another. Flashback, in particular, reflects what Bordwell (1985) suggests as 
“...a sequence to some degree as representing character memory” (p. 78). As Johan 
recalls his past behaviour towards Ana, this can be read through the pain of 
remembering what is gone and irredeemable. Due to the supernatural haunting from 
the past, this nostalgia constitutes the desire to return to a lost time to rectify past 
mistakes. Johan finally dies in the vehicle accident. The ending scene of Johan 
escorting his casket to the cemetery is interlinked with the opening scene of this 
film. His characterisation throughout the narrative quest exhibits binary characters 
of villain and main protagonist, which reflect the male morality issue in their 
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dominant sphere. As his character dies in the closure, the film suggests that the quest 
for forgiveness from Ana dies with him.  
The representation of the Muslim-Malay characters of Johan (in Khurafat) 
and references to Islamic beliefs render the films ‘Islamic’ in some sense, and so 
does the appeal to the moral narratives against the superstitious and/or other pre-
Islamic practices as well as behaviours deemed to be immoral. On the other hand, 
this film, somewhat contradictorily promotes the existence of supernatural evil and 
the social significance of religion in Malaysia. 
 
 
Figure 3.2 (d): Johan carries Ana’s body after the accident (searching for help) 
 
Figure 3.2 (e): Johan reveals his mistake (beside him is the spirit of Ana) 
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Figure 3.2 (f): A witchdoctor executing the ritual to fulfil Johan’s requests for a 
love potion (in an attempt to win Ana’s love) 
 
The Malay and Islamic-centrism is being represented as significant as the 
film juxtaposes modernity and traditional beliefs amongst the Malay-Muslims. Even 
though the film is set out in a contemporary milieu, this supernatural belief is 
perceived against modernity. The former prime minister, Tun Dr Mahathir 
Mohamad commented that horror films were counter-productive to building a 
developed society because they encouraged a belief in mythical beings rather than in 
the scientific approach (Rozanna & Aisyah, 2011, p.2-3). This remark displays 
Mahathir’s concern that Malaysians, particularly the Malay-Muslims, will be 
associated with the notion of a ‘backward’ society and being against progress in 
various aspects of life. He further expressed concerns about the effect of horror films 
on Islamic beliefs and emphasised that Muslims should always remember that only 
Allah has power over everything (Satiman, 2011, p.1-2). The latter assertion 
suggests that he believes it is essential for Muslims to return to the fundamental 
teachings of Islam in dealing with supernatural conflicts. In response to the former 
prime minister’s concern, film director Ahmad Idham (who has directed several 
recent horror films including Niyang Rapik) argues that this does not mean that 
filmmakers should be blamed for generating fear within society. Instead, some films 
might even reinforce audiences' faith as many Malay horror films, especially, 
advocate religion as a means of fighting evil (Satiman, 2011). This concerns of the 
effect of horror films to the society can also be linked to the above argument by 
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Walsh-Pasulka (2005), that horror films interact in complex ways with their 
viewers’ systems of beliefs.   
Ahmad Idham’s remarks that horror films uphold religion to fight evil 
powers can also be translated as the manifestation of the status quo for Islam as the 
major and official religion of Malaysia. Since the Malays are the major ethnic group 
in the state, Ng (2014) elaborates that this representation of the status quo (of 
Islamic ideology) has become steadily entwined with the nation’s (read Malaysia’s) 
socio-cultural fabric since the administration of the fourth Prime Minister (Tun Dr. 
Mahathir Mohamad, serving from 1981 to 2003). While this power trajectory 
proposes that the authority of the dominant may be undeniable, what it signifies can 
also be read against itself, rendering its ideological coordinates unclear and in need 
of continuous assessment (Ng, 2014, p.443). Ng (2014) also correlates this 
representation of status quo with the concept of living in a multi-faith country like 
Malaysia, which insinuates the idea of providing space for competing ideologies to 
root (ibid).  
Stylistically, Khurafat shares a similar approach with the other horror films, 
with close-up shots functioning as an allegory of Johan’s terrifying experience and 
reflecting the character’s paradigm in confronting conflict. Since Johan believes that 
it is the work of black magic from Ana, those terrifying events reveal the 
consequences of forbidden practices. The use of multiple camera shots and sound 
effects enhances the appearance of the ghosts/spirits in both films, enabling the 
viewer to sense the disturbing atmosphere. 
 
3.5 Niyang Rapik (The Village of Niyang Rapik, 2010) 
The third film, Niyang Rapik (2010, dir. Ahmad Idham Nadzri), is originally from a 
drama series that was broadcast in a local television programme during the years 
2008-2009. Due to its success throughout the season, Niyang Rapik was produced as 
a film version and then released in local cinemas on 25 February 2010. The film of 
Niyang Rapik presents a story about a group of university students who travel to a 
remote village called Niyang Rapik to conduct historical research for their studies. 
During their stay, they meet Laila, the daughter of the village headman (Tok 
Neram). However, due to some mistakes they make before returning home, a year 
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later, one of their friends dies mysteriously. They have to revisit Niyang Rapik to 
return an item that they once took. Mysterious incidents and tragedies happen to 
them and Niyang Rapik is no longer the same.  
To analyse how these revenge stories are played out, the film Niyang Rapik 
begins with the opening scene of a traditional Islamic healing process for a man 
(Zack) suffering from a mysterious illness. Tok Bomoh, or the healer, conducts the 
process using specific Quranic verses to fight against the dark spirit. But later, Zack 
dies (Figure 3.3(a)). Zack’s mother reveals to his close friends (Helmi, Zizan and 
Amir) that Zack had fallen sick since returning from Niyang Rapik about a year ago. 
His mother then hands over the kerambit (dagger) to Helmi, Zizan and Amir, and 
mentions that Zack brought it back from Niyang Rapik. They later meet Tok Bomoh 
(the healer) to ask about what happened to Zack. Tok Bomoh asks them whether 
they have done something wrong which led to the demise of Zack, and also advises 
them always to seek for protection and repentance from Allah, the Almighty, as 
humans are full of sin in this life. Zizan’s flashback requesting Zack to put the 
dagger back in its place during their historical studies in Niyang Rapik suggests the 
cause of their problem.  
 
 
Figure 3.3 (a): The healing process of Zack 
 
The point of disruption begins as the four young men (Saiful, Helmi, Zizan 
and Amir) head back to the remote area of Niyang Rapik to return the dagger and 
seek forgiveness from the villagers (Figure 3.3(b)). During their journey and their 
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stay at the village, they encounter bad experiences, including confronting ghostly 
spirits and black magic practices by the villagers. Most of the ghostly spirits appear 
in female form. At Niyang Rapik they plan to meet Tok Neram (the village 
headman) to return the dagger. Also, Helmi and Amir are excited to see Laila, Tok 
Neram’s daughter, as they have affection for her. But this time, their meeting (the 
men and Laila) seems different and Laila is constantly upset, making them question 
whether something bad has happened to her. Complication occurs as they meet Tok 
Neram and return the dagger, and simultaneously they are warned of the fatal effect 
of stealing the dagger (Figure 3.3(c)). They then decide to wait for Laila but she 
does not arrive. So they leave the house and meet another villager, Pakcik Salleh 
(Uncle Salleh), a relative of Tok Neram. He asks about their duration of stay in 
Niyang Rapik. Throughout their stay at Niyang Rapik, Pakcik Salleh helps them in 
confronting the ghost/spirit disturbances (Figure 3.3(d)). He explains that someone 
has cast a magic spell on each of them, so he suggests they leave the village.  
 
 
Figure 3.3 (b): Amir (front), Zizan, Helmi and Saiful (far back) returns to Niyang 
Rapik 
 
The climax arrives when Saiful and Zizan go to Tok Neram’s house but he is 
not there, and suddenly they hear noises and enter the house to determine the cause. 
They are in shock as they find a secret room that is being used for black magic 
practices. They also find their pictures, and some letters that they wrote for Laila, 
and most shockingly, they find Laila’s head in a jar. At the same time, Amir reveals 
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his secret to Pakcik Salleh, which is that he has raped Laila. These events bring 
Saiful, Helmi and Zizan to meet Tok Neram at the hill area. Tok Neram finally 
confronts them and wants to seek revenge for Laila’s death. Pakcik Salleh and Amir 
arrive at the scene and disclose the actual story about what has happened to Laila. 
The story reveals that Zack was innocent too, but Tok Neram insists on casting an 
evil spell on them. Amir suddenly envisions Laila in front of him and seeks 
forgiveness from her. Because of his guilt, Amir decides to take his own life and 
jump over the edge of the hill, which then leaves his friends in grief. The film ends 
with a narration of what happens after the incident between Tok Neram and the four 
men. While Tok Neram is being arrested for murdering Laila, Pakcik Salleh and the 
men organise a proper funeral for Laila and Amir, and then make their way back to 
the capital city of Kuala Lumpur. The final shot reveals an image of a hand (non-
human) appearing on the screen after the young men’s boat passes by.    
     
 
Figure 3.3 (c): Their meeting with Tok Neram (to return the dagger) 
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Figure 3.3 (d): Saiful is being ‘watched’ by the spirit 
 
3.5.1 The curse of Niyang Rapik 
A film review by Nur Shafina (Cinema Online, 10 February 2010) remarks that even 
though the storyline of Niyang Rapik is fairly simple, the twist at the end captures 
the audience’s interest, leaving the story quite engaging. This supernatural mystery 
is also said to unravel itself slowly to the audience like a typical Asian horror film, 
which plays on the themes of revenge and karma (Stefan, 2010, p.2). For example, 
in the Japanese horror film Ringu (1998, dir. Hideo Nakata), the concept of karma 
represents the responsibility that one must atone for evil deeds committed in the 
past, either following the laws of genetics (responsibility for the sins of one’s own 
kin) or through karma (responsibility for one’s past lives) (Ancuta, 2007, p.24), 
which will lead to a meeting between those who committed the bad deeds and 
vengeful spirits. However, from the Islamic point of view, the concept of qada’ dan 
qadar (literally means the fate and destiny) could contradict this belief in karma as 
Islam teaches all Muslims to accept the fate decided by Allah (God) since they take 
place within the Knowledge of Allah and are subject to His Will (Mohd. Aizam, 
2013; al-islam.org.). 
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The plot structure of Niyang Rapik progresses in a chronological sequence 
from the initial scene to the closure of the narrative. The story flows in the linearity 
of classical narrative, as according to Chatman (1978, p.43), the events occur and 
link to each other in a cause-and-effect chain until the final effect. The opening 
scenes reveal the causality of the events that connect the narrative with all the main 
characters of the film. The film opens with a shot of the healing process of Zack 
who is undergoing a ritual to expel some evil spirits that are causing his stomach to 
be disfigured and bloated with black pus. This ritual is conducted by Tok Bomoh 
(portrayed as an Islamic medical practitioner), who unfortunately loses the fight and 
his client. Zack's untimely death scares his friends Helmi, Zizan, Epul, and Amir, 
who speculate that it is because of an item, the Kerambit (the dagger) that was taken 
from Niyang Rapik during their history project that he, and probably others as well, 
are cursed. Thus, they begin a trip back to the village to return the item and seek 
forgiveness, but unfortunately things are not as cordial as before. Most of the 
villagers are strangely absent, and at every step comes the expectation that things 
will not be simple nor go as planned concerning the return of the stolen item; the 
offence goes beyond theft and becomes something that is about honour and revenge. 
 An analysis of Niyang Rapik (2010, dir. Ahmad Idham Nadzri) illustrates 
some key issues about Malaysian horror films, which also similarly discovered in 
the other two films of Al-Hijab (2011, dir. Pierre Andre), Khurafat (2011, dir. 
Syamsul Yusof). Firstly, the film articulates the representation of traditional Malay 
beliefs in the supernatural and its conflicting position in relation to the teachings of 
Islam. This account of conflicts correlates with the conception of adat against Islam 
within the Malay-Muslim society. Azmi and Shamsul (2004) emphasise that there 
have been conflicting opinions about Islam and its relationship with the pre-Islamic 
custom or adat (2004, p.345). The term adat (originating from an Arabic word) is 
used to describe local Malay customs or customary laws that existed prior to the 
arrival of Islam (Hanita, 2011, p.16). Some traditions of adat and other pre-Islamic 
ritual, which have been considered non-Islamic, still persist, including superstition 
and magic (such as belief in supernatural beings - jin and iblis), spirit worship, 
taboos, consultation of shaman (variously called pawang, dukun and bomoh) or 
belief in magical healing and mysticism (Azmi & Shamsul, 2004, p.345; Nagata, 
1986, p. 42 in Hanita, 2011; Hanita, 2011). The Malay worldview, according to 
Osman (1972, as emphasised in Nicholas & Kline, 2010, p.197), is based on 
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interactions between three fundamental forces: (1) religious Islamic ideals, (2) 
inherited traditional beliefs, and (3) Western scientific knowledge. Thus, Malay-
Muslims find themselves participating within the tensions generated between 
traditional beliefs that stem from animistic religiosity (similarly to adat), Islam and 
also the contingencies of Western colonialism and globalisation (Nicholas & Kline, 
2010, p.197).  
The character of Tok Neram in Niyang Rapik also represents the character of 
the Malay middle-aged man with a different quest. He seeks for revenge on the 
young men (Helmi, Amir, Zizan, Zack and Saiful) following the death of his 
daughter, Laila. Similar to Al-Hijab and Khurafat, this film also promotes the 
practice of using a supernatural being to accomplish male revenge, which Tok 
Neram views as an act of morality and dignity. Even though Tok Neram is seen as a 
revengeful character, the villain in the end appears to be among the five friends. 
Amir, who is initially portrayed as a decent character, emerges as the cause of the 
conflict that provokes Tok Neram to cast an evil spell on them. On the other hand, 
the character twist of Amir in the narrative enhances the mystery chain that confines 
these young men to the village. Pak Salleh appears as the helper to unravel the 
revengeful chain between Tok Neram and the young men, which finally brings 
about the closure of the curse of Niyang Rapik. This film does appeal to Islamic 
narrative and morality, as the seeking of desires with an unscrupulous meaning 
usually brings about terrible consequences. Amir’s immoral deed of seducing and 
raping Laila has caused him and his friend a bad end, which is then linked to the 
casting of black magic by Laila’s father, Tok Neram. Even though Tok Neram 
insists that his act of performing black magic on the young men is an act of revenge 
for morality and dignity, this action is certainly against the moral values of the 
Malay (and Muslim) community. These values may reflect the social anxieties of the 
Malay-Muslim culture, mainly concerning the practices of black magic and 
behaviour generally deemed immoral, such as rape. The film director Ahmad Idham 
stated that his notion of the horror film attempts to propose an antithesis of 
contradicting values, which revert to the fundamental teaching of Islam (Utusan 
Malaysia, 2008).  
Similar to Al-Hijab, Niyang Rapik has an open ending as the final shot 
reveals an image of a hand (non-human) appearing on the screen after the young 
men’s boat has passed by. As the ending sets a suspense mode for narrative closure, 
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‘the hand’ may suggests two ends: (1) ‘he/she’ bids farewell to the young men as 
they have managed to confront and resolve their problems with Niyang Rapik, or (2) 
‘the hand’ signifies ‘unfinished business’ between this group of young men and the 
place (Niyang Rapik) and no-one knows what will happen next.  
In addition to the discussion on religion and gender, Niyang Rapik apparently 
utilises the use of space and time to represent the aesthetic element in horror genre. 
Concerning the characters of the five young men in Niyang Rapik, they represent the 
urban masculine characters coming from the capital city of Kuala Lumpur. In one of 
the initial scenes, they meet at an outdoor café somewhere in the city to discuss what 
has happened to Zack. Their meeting venue represents the modern space, which 
suits young urban people wanting to meet and spend their leisure time in the 
daylight. Khatib (2006, p.17) highlights what Nietschmann (1993) pointed out, in 
that the representation of space in the cinemas is not just a tool for constructing 
identities, but it has become a place that has a personality that is part of the people’s 
identities. Space, thus, is contested (Khatib, 2006, p. 17). Hence, the urban space of 
the cafe is opposed to the focal space of the film, which is the remote area of Niyang 
Rapik. This contradictory space can also be read as a satirical commentary on the 
physical or infrastructure development of some areas in Malaysia, contesting the key 
modernising idea of Vision 2020 (initiated by the former Prime Minister, Tun Dr 
Mahathir Mohamad). This vision aspires to build Malaysia as a fully developed 
country by the year 2020 (Norman, 2013b, p.20). Since Niyang Rapik is depicted to 
be in a remote area which can only be accessed via a boat ride (no access via land), 
these spatial representations also criticise the ruling government concerning 
providing essential facilities for suburban areas. It is deemed important for the 
government in-charge to improve the development of facilities and the living 
standards of the people as part of its strategies to achieve a modern industrial 
Malaysia (Leong, 2006). 
All three horrors also utilise a dark setting in most of their visual interplay, 
which operates according to Neale’s (1980, p.43) argument that the darkness is at 
the edge between presence (that which conceals) and absence (that which is it) (as 
noted in Cherry, 2009, p.30). This setting enhances fears and anxieties, as the close-
up shots of characters as well as the spatial interplays are able to establish the point-
of-view shot and the fear-provoking setting of the film. In several scenes of chaos 
and disturbance caused by the monstrous feminine, anxieties are seen through the 
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facial expressions of the male characters as they seek to understand why these 
monsters are threatening them, and attempt to resolve the problem. Answers to all 
the anxieties in Khurafat, for example, emerge in a climax scene (as shown in Figure 
3.2 (e)), which portrays a close-up shot of Johan who reveals his mistake of casting 
a black magic spell to win Ana (the female monster next to him is the spirit of Ana). 
This could link to what Creed (1986, p.46) attests, i.e. that although the human 
subject must exclude the abject, it must, nevertheless, be tolerated, for that which 
threatens to destroy life also helps to define life.  
 
3.7 Malaysian horror narrative and the representation of gender 
It is essential to discuss the representation of women in Malaysian horror films. 
Norman (2013b, p.129) argues that these films tend to highlight female characters as 
monstrous creatures or ghosts, thus extending the tendency to demonise socially 
marginal women. All three films, Al-Hijab, Khurafat and Niyang Rapik, represent 
the woman as a ghost or other monstrous manifestation (Ng, 2014, p.452) that 
haunts the main characters. These films use traditional female renderings of the 
monstrous such as long flowing hair, the wearing of bloody rags, scars marking the 
face, a snarling or scowling expression (Nicholas & Kline, 2010), as well as crying 
noises. These have been utilised in generating suspense and fear throughout the 
films. For example, in Khurafat, they appear in one shot, night sequence as Johan 
visits Ana’s body in the mortuary where he works. On his way out of the room, 
Johan feels that something is approaching him. As he stops and tries to observe the 
room, the camera establishes a creature behind Johan. The rest of the scene displays 
Johan’s reaction as he detects something terrifying; the viewer witnesses his reaction 
upon seeing the female monstrous creature and tries to escape. As shown in several 
scenes from both films, Al-Hijab and Khurafat, these scenes visualise the female 
monstrous features as being drenched in blood, which symbolises menstruation and 
sin. As mentioned earlier in Creed (1986), this compelling image of women in 
bloody rags signifies horror, shame and humiliation. Jancovich (2002, p.15) adds 
that female monstrosity is an account of fear of and hostility towards women either 
as monsters or victims.      
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However, the construction of the monstrous feminine figures in these films is 
not incidental. According to Tan (2010, p.153), these monsters should be read in the 
specific context of the modern patriarchal society and its underlying anxieties. 
Horror films, then, may foreground what is otherwise unspoken or unspeakable (Ng, 
2014, p.443). Apart from depicting the woman as a ghost, Al-Hijab highlights the 
character of Mak Tam, a traditional healer that acts as a helper to facilitate Rafael in 
discovering the ‘hijab.’ The portrayal of Mak Tam as a healer tends to enhance the 
female position within the norm of the socially subordinate condition of women. In 
the scene of unveiling the ‘hijab’, Rafael has the utmost trust in Mak Tam to help 
him with the ritual and only she can lock it up again. Rafael’s facial expression in 
the final scene explains the importance of Mak Tam as the rescuer who can help him 
return to his normal life.  
The character of Mak Tam as a helper may appear as opposite to a study on 
feminist film criticism. Hanita (2011, p.46) asserts that much recent feminist 
criticism has divided film narrative into male and female forms. The male forms are 
linear, action-packed narratives that promote identification with predominantly male 
characters who are the architects of their environment. Male characters play the 
leading role in the three horror films, and the plots are predominantly about their 
quests and desires. The story flows in favour of their journey to achieve their desires 
for fame, fortune and women. However, the films do not produce happy closures for 
the male character, as each one of them closes with the main male character ending 
tormented by the horror elements of the film.  
 
3.7 Conclusion 
This chapter analyses three contemporary Malaysian horror films, Al-Hijab (2011), 
Khurafat (2011) and Niyang Rapik (2010) and examines the representation of Islam 
in horror films. A discussion of horror film as a form of discursive representation of 
social reality also reflects the fluidity of the genre itself (Baca, 2009), because genre 
is also shaped and moulded by the context in which (in this example) a horror film is 
made. In light of this analysis, it is worth to note that the Malaysian horror is similar 
to other Asian horror films in the sense that they ‘can also be understood in a variety 
of national contexts (including Western contexts) because they deal with the basic 
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emotional responses of fear and anxiety’ (Boey, 2012, p.3). As the analysis has 
shown, it is possible to identify key elements of continuity between Malaysian 
horror and Western, or between Malaysian horror and the films of other national 
traditions in Asia. At the same time, however, the genre functions also in this case as 
a mold that can be shaped in different forms within the particular cultural, social and 
political context in which it is based. In fact, the films examined re-elaborate key 
aspects of the horror genre to address issue that are relevant to representations of 
Islam and gender in Malaysia, corroborating Cherry’s point that the horror genre 
should not be conceptualized in a fixed state, but rather in a state of flux (Cherry, 
2009, p. 3). 
 Tudor (1989, p.81) describes the horror film as a narrative, in which a 
monstrous threat is introduced into a stable situation: the monster rampages in the 
face of attempts to combat it; the monster is (perhaps) destroyed and order is 
(perhaps) restored. Key features of horror films include the nature of the monster, 
the nature of the victims, and the nature of the setting (Baca, 2009). The realm of 
darkness, the monstrous figure and its violence, and the struggle between the natural 
and the unnatural (or supernatural) element (Neale, 1980 cited in Cherry, 2009, 
p.30) display the generic conventions of horror, which bind the way the film 
industry is organised (particularly within the mainstream Hollywood system) 
(Cherry, 2009, p.32). The presentation of horror narratives in the three selected 
films, Al-Hijab, Khurafat and Niyang Rapik, shared this dynamic of the horror 
genre, while modifying it in order to adapt to the Malaysian social and political 
context. 
From the particular lens of Islamic cinema, moreover, representations of 
these beliefs exhibit however a restricted cultural and religious view, since these 
films refer specifically to the traditional beliefs of one ethnic group, the Malays, and 
Islam. As the three films are centred on the Malay ethnic group and on Islam as a 
single religion, they remain silent to the idea that there are other ethnicities with 
their own belief systems and religions in Malaysia.  
These contemporary horror films are also structured around gendered 
binaries (Mulvey, 1975; Creed, 1986) representing monsters or evil spirits as female, 
but also centring on a male quest for fame, fortune or sexual desire, which reflects 
stereotypical representations of gender in the film industry, both internationally 
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(Mulvey, 1975; Creed, 1986; Freeland, 1996) and in Malaysia (for example in Khoo, 
2006b; Ng, 2009; Nicholas & Kline, 2010; Hanita, 2011; Norman, 2013b). The male 
characters appear to be active protagonists, constantly facing trials and tribulations 
as well as making moral decisions. The films reinforce the ‘passive (suffering)’ 
(terms by Freeland, 1996, p.744) female character that is hardly transformed into an 
active role in the narrative. These three films centre on the representation of female 
characters as monstrous creatures, which demonises socially marginal women. The 
traditionally rendered monstrous attributes of long hair, bloody rags, as well as the 
crying sounds symbolise menstruation and sinful souls within the context of modern 
patriarchal society (Creed, 1986, p.52). However, the character of Mak Tam in Al-
Hijab, presented as a traditional Islamic healer, tends to glorify women’s strength 
and ability to stabilise and being rationale in society.   
The analysis of the Malay-Muslim characters of Johan (in Khurafat) and 
Rafael (in Al-Hijab), and references to Islamic beliefs render the films ‘Islamic’ in 
some sense, appealing to moral narratives over superstition and/or other pre-Islamic 
practices as well as behaviours deemed to be immoral, such as sexual misconduct 
(rape in Niyang Rapik) and the use of witchcraft to seduce a woman in Khurafat. 
The films, thus, underline the dominant issue of morality in the Malaysian context. 
The binary characters of the villain and his confrontations with the monsters require 
the central male figure either to succumb to the supernatural power and temptations 
(as in Khurafat and Niyang Rapik) or to acknowledge the presence of supernatural 
beings (as in Al-Hijab). It is worth reiterating that the films’ relations to the Islamic 
religion are constructed in an apparently contradictory way: Islamic allusions to 
hijab and verses of the Quran are framed together with traditional Malay beliefs in 
sorcery, witch-hood, and hijab (which are usually refused and criticised by official 
Islam). As a result, the narratives articulate moral stories, affirming Islamic 
principles condemning egotism, immodesty, greed, illicit sexual desire and Western, 
secular materialism.  
As the above analyses have shown, the contextual setting also shapes the 
representation of Islam (and non-Islam) in Malaysian horror films. Discussions of 
genre structures and several key events that occur in the three horror films (i.e. the 
pre-Islamic and Islamic beliefs; the monstrous ‘other’ invading/attacking 
mainstream society) demonstrate a specific condition of Malaysian, Malay-Muslim 
society. Therefore, analysing how the monstrous threat and the mainstream society 
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are represented is contextually determined, in this case by the specific history of 
Malaysia and its sociocultural background, and not by a particular pure, pious and 
‘correct’ version of Islam.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 
Islamic moral comedy in Ngangkung (An obsession with the 
lottery), Syurga Cinta (Paradise of Love), and Ustaz, Mu Tunggu 
Aku Datang! (Ustaz, I’m Coming!) 
 
4.1 Introduction 
For as long as film has existed as an entertainment medium, so has film comedy, and 
one of the earliest fictions on screen is acknowledged to be a comedy fiction: The 
Lumière Brothers’ L’Arroseur arrosé (‘The Waterer Watered’, 1895) (King, 2002). 
Comedy narrative is associated with humour and an intention to invite laughter. 
Caroll (2014, p.16) begins his discussion on the nature of humour by stating that 
‘humour is the object of comic amusement’; it is an emotional state, like fear or 
anger that could cause certain phenomenological and/or psychological states in the 
subject undergoing the emotion. This emotional state is aimed at particular objects, 
such as jokes or funny lines, as well as what King (2002, p.22) notes as ‘all kinds of 
disruption and silliness.’ More importantly, the nature of humour in a comedy 
fiction also reflects social, political and cultural trends in a particular context. The 
way comedy presents its subject of criticism on-screen will reveal whether the 
presentation is simply to invite ridicule or to call for the rehabilitation of those 
subjects (Horton & Rapf, 2013; Bonnstetter, 2011, p. 18). Several studies also 
highlight the appeal of film comedy, whereby this genre is dependent on its diversity 
of presentation forms (from literature, stage play, drama, television to film) and on 
specific contextual factors (Neale & Krutnik, 1990; King, 2002; Horton & Rapf, 
2013).  
 In this chapter, I will discuss comedy as a film genre and explore how 
comedy is deployed to critique social, cultural and political conditions within the 
specific context of Malaysia. In particular, I examine the representation of Islam in 
comical narratives. After discussing the variety of comedy in Malaysian films, I 
analyse three recent films: Syurga Cinta (released in 2009); Ngangkung (2010); and 
CHAPTER 4  88  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! (2013). Discussions of comedy (for example, from 
scholars like Horton, 1991; King, 2002, Michael, 2011; Spielhaus, 2013) also 
indicate that no totalising theory of comedy and humour has proved successful and 
able to produce an all-embracing account of the genre. This is because of the 
vastness of its usage (for example in burlesque, romance, satire, parody, the 
lyrical/musical, stand-up comedy and others), the nature and context of the comedy, 
and the questions that seek answers through the narrative. King (2002, p.63) adds 
that the appeal of comedy is such that it is often found as a component of films that 
fall into other categories and is presented as a minor element in otherwise ‘serious’ 
narratives. This hybrid element of comedy is demonstrated in the Malay ‘comedy 
horror’ film Ngangkung (produced in 2010), which contains sequences that are both 
comical and horrific, initiated by the characters’ obsession with gambling. It is also 
important to note that Ngangkung is among film that presents this genre mixture, 
specifically in the era of 2000s, which brings a unique representation of laughter and 
fear about the gambling issue in the Malay-Muslim community.  
 While the hybrid character of the comedy genre is something these films 
have in common with other film traditions including Western cinema, the analysis 
will however also emphasise elements that are distinctive to the Malaysian context. I 
will show, in this regard, that the appropriation of the comedy genre within 
Malaysian cinema involves elements of both continuity and specificity. In fact, the 
films examined use laughter to deliver teachings that are deemed proper to Islamic 
morality. Interestingly, as I will show, this might even involve – most clearly in the 
case of Syurga Cinta - contrasting the Malaysian way of life to a Western way of 
life, which is symbolically punished by the comical turn of events in the plot. Thus, 
while the films rely on genre conventions that are common to Western cinema, such 
conventions are adapted in complex ways to the Malaysian context, to the point that 
the comical effect is used for creating a contrast between a Malaysian and a 
stereotyped Western way of living. 
 In reading comedy texts, Bonnstetter (2011, p. 20) notes that characters that 
are the object of criticism are typically portrayed “not as vicious, but as mistaken”, 
and humour is used to mock the behaviours of a particular person or group of 
people. Key, in this regard, is the realisation that condemnation is directed towards 
the action, not the person(s) performing/committing the action. Bonnstetter adds that 
no one in comedy is above being a fool, but rather is a person in need of correction 
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(2011). For instance, the first installment of Night at The Museum (2006) introduces 
us to the ‘mistaken’ character of Larry Daley (the lead role being played by Ben 
Stiller): a divorced man, unable to keep a stable job, who has failed at many 
business ventures and, ultimately, his ex-wife believes that he is a bad example to 
their ten-year-old son, Nicky. Larry finally finds a job as a night-watchman at the 
American Museum of Natural History. Larry’s ‘mistaken’ character also features the 
‘misfortune’ condition that Larry - as the film’s hero - possesses in order to 
illuminate the comedic feature throughout the storytelling. Larry discovers that the 
exhibits come to life at night, as a magical Egyptian artifact has animated them. This 
‘misfortune’ condition of Larry is visualised through his encounters with the 
exhibits, for example when he meets Attila the Hun (the Mongolian warrior, who 
does not understand English at all), Larry seems to be ‘physically bullied’ by him in 
order to understand what they want. As Larry attempts to guard the museum during 
the night shift, he begins to learn about how and why those exhibits came to life; 
Larry is able to safeguard most of the exhibits. This adventure, fantasy-comedy film 
manages to portray the ‘re-establishment’ of Larry’s reputation as a respectable 
person within the frame of comedy, as he is finally capable of handling the exhibits, 
which in turn succeeds in helping to raise the attendance of visitors to the museum, 
and in convincing his ex-wife and Nicky that he can be a good father figure. These 
‘mistaken’ and ‘misfortune’ characteristics are part of how comedy (and tragedy) 
stories deal with ‘incongruity’, a concept associated with humorous stimuli that 
invite reactions between the way things are and the way they should be in the 
storytelling (Vandaele, 2002; Morreall, 1999).  
Comedy is a slippery genre as the terms ‘comedy’ and ‘humour’ are often 
used interchangeably (Horton & Rapf, 2013, p.4). This genre perspective is often 
connected with the boundaries of genres that are particularly vague and subject to 
change; but drawing them is necessary to portray the history of a genre (Grindon, 
2011, p.42). Gledhill (1985, cited in Grindon, 2011, p. 42) emphasises that genre is 
first and foremost a boundary phenomenon, and that genre cycles and clusters are 
dynamic; they go through changes, developing and overlapping with one another 
(Grindon, 2011; Turner, 2006; Neale & Krutnik, 1990) in some narratives.  
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4.1.1 Comedy as a genre: the generic convention 
The discussion of comedy is frequently associated with the narrative of happy 
endings and resolutions, for characters that are of humble origin, and trades upon the 
surprising, the improper, the unlikely and the transgressed in order to induce 
laughter (Neale & Krutnik, 1990; Neale, 2000; Morreall, 1999; Pickering, 2010). On 
the other hand, comedy can also occupy a diverse narrative context, including being 
part of political strategies to address the unspeakable through a stand-up 
performance, or it can be integrated as comic songs (Spielhaus, 2013; Neale & 
Krutnik, 1990). Despite the multiple accounts about comedy and its humour 
engagement, Horton (1991, p.7) proposes that comedies are interlocking sequences 
of jokes and gags that place narrative in the foreground, in which comedy leans in 
varying degrees toward some dimension of the non-comic (e.g. realism, romance, 
fantasy, horror), or that the use of narrative is only a loose excuse for holding the 
comical moments together (as in Marx Brothers’ films, or the Three Stooges). But in 
narrative development, King (2002, p.20) explains that comedy functions beyond 
strings of gags that tie the narrative together. It offers a freer rein in which absurd, 
‘atypical’ behaviour, or even criticising sociocultural and political injustice (as in 
stand-up comedy, discussed in Spielhaus, 2013, p.323) is permitted or even 
expected.  
 Therefore, this study investigates Malaysian comedy narratives in which the 
selected films involve a diverse comical dimension from horror-comedy (film 
Ngangkung, 2010) to romantic comedy (Syurga Cinta, 2009) and a presentation of 
‘Islamic comedy’ in Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! (2013). Although the term 
‘Islamic comedy’ may suggest a contrasting vision between religion and humour, 
this variety seems to have its own way of representing its cultural/religious 
understanding in a particular context. Such an understanding fits with Morreall’s 
(1999, p.23) observation that comedy also encourages “reframing”, entailing looking 
at situations from new and unusual perspectives, via the portrayal of diverse 
narratives and characters. 
 As a mode that is able to characterise a variety of story, Grindon (2011, p.43) 
adds that comedy can also be divided into several subgenres including romantic 
comedy, satire, and parody; each of these sub-genres uses humour in a variety of 
formal patterns and for distinct purposes. For example, the fusion of love and 
comedy vests its pleasures in themes that are more central and sustains focus on the 
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texture of romance, romantic relationships and character, as both plot material and a 
source of comedy; this is mostly centred on the establishment of a heterosexual 
relationship (King, 2002, p.53). The romance in comedy also establishes the kinship 
of romance, comedy, and melodrama, and ends with the reconciliation of the central 
protagonists (Neale & Krutnik, 1990; Norman, 2004). For example, the narrative of 
Syurga Cinta (Paradise of Love, 2009) focuses on the relationship between the male 
and female protagonists, and the resolution is the approval of their relationship. This 
dynamic narrative is set to bring together characters from very different 
backgrounds – the rich, materialistic but decadent (Muslim) man, Irham, and the 
sophisticated, affluent, and devout (Muslim) woman, Syuhada – and one character 
often learns from the other. But the comical element in the film is presented in what 
Moreall (1999, p.24) considers to be the divergent thinking in comedies, where the 
imagination and the mind at play are as important as the intellect. The character of 
Ikmal (Irham’s little brother; aged around 8 years old) (in Syurga Cinta), who plays 
a helper role, is portrayed as an innocent child through whom the comical 
performances are delivered. Ikmal is a character that is full of imagination and 
playful tricks which he uses in order to help his older brother (Irham) win a 
woman’s (Syuhadah) attention.  
 Comedy is not just a ‘light’ and ‘amusing’ media genre, but is generally 
marked by a happy ending and reconciliation, a non-tragic theme or motif, and also 
by its concern with the representation of everyday life (Neale & Krutnik, 1990, p.2; 
Lewis, 2002; Norman, 2004). Lewis (2002, p.155) adds that jokes, laughter, irony, 
the unexpected, are all examples of the rhetorical tradition of comedic expression. 
For example, classical cinema in its earliest days was always interested in 
Shakespearean comedy and its adaptation to moving pictures, including the notable 
comedies A Midsummer Night’s Dream (the earliest film production was in 1909) 
and Twelfth Night (1910) (Rothwell, 1999, p.6-7). Comedy, through a 
Shakespearean lens, involves finding love and being fooled because of love, but in 
the end people are able to retain some measure of sense (Hubler, 1964, p.58). Hubler 
adds that the opposition of folly and good sense in Shakespearean comedy is often 
the heart of that comedy, equally allowing us to rejoice since ‘laughter is basic to 
our humanity, to our flawed humanity…’ (ibid, p.58). 
In general, a great deal of attention had been paid to gags, jokes and other 
comic units as they are designed to invite laughter (Neale & Krutnik, 1990, p.2). 
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While jokes employ the manipulation of language for funny lines (for example, the 
use and misuse of language) in action and dialogue, gags express its comedic appeal 
from the combination of physical action and visual illustration (Neale & Krutnik, 
1990; King, 2002). These comic units have also formed the basis for a tradition in 
film comedy and are able to present not only the humour mode and skills (by the 
performer), but also to subvert or to question narrative values and conventions 
which sometimes involve sociocultural dimensions (Neale, 2007). Since comedy is 
among popular film in Malaysian film, the next section will look at the conventions 
of Malay film comedies, and how these texts make reference to a sociocultural and 
political agenda within a Malaysian context.  
 
4.1.2 Malaysian film comedy 
During the golden period of the Malay film in 1950s and 1960s, no account of 
comedy would be satisfactory without mention of P. Ramlee’s comedies, which 
made him popular with Malaysian audiences of all ages and ethnicities (Mohd. 
Zamberi & Aimi, 2005; Norman, 2013b). The majority accentuated class issues 
often criticising the Malay feudal system. Two of Ramlee’s purba (period) 
comedies, Musang Berjanggut (‘The Bearded Fox’, 1959) and Nujum Pak Belalang 
(‘Pak Belalang, The Fortune-Teller’, 1959), were loosely adapted from humorous 
folktales poking fun at the fallibility of the Malay sultans (Amir, 2010). Ramlee 
often deployed satire in his comedies such as in Madu Tiga (‘Three Wives’, 1964), a 
modern-day, polygamy-themed comedy. The film critiques the practice of polygamy 
by middle-class Malay-Muslim men, a theme that remains popular today on the big 
screen (Norman, 2013b; Hassan, 2013, p.57-58).  
 Ramlee’s first comedy, Bujang Lapok (1957), depicted the struggles of three 
kampong (village) working class men in their economic and romantic pursuits. 
Bujang Lapok portrays the lives of three bachelors and best friends, Ramli, Aziz and 
Sudin; they share a rented room in a house owned by a wealthy widow, Cik 
Normah. Ramli and Cik Normah are attracted to each other but are always held back 
by unfortunate timing. Sudin is in love with Zaiton, the daughter of a wealthy family 
next door, but he must endure her overbearing mother's prejudices about finding 
Zaiton’s husband from the wealthy family as well. Also in the film is Sapiah, whom 
Cik Normah occasionally helps due to her troubles with her alcoholic gambler 
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father. In one incident, when Sapiah tries to drown herself in the river in an attempt 
to escape from her abusive father, she is rescued by Aziz, who then begins to spend 
more time with her and they subsequently fall in love. As the theme concerns the 
economic struggles and living conditions of society, Norman (2013b) argues that the 
lack of financial success and general failure to fit into the world of capitalism form 
the background of the film. Performing as an actor (the character of Ramli) and as 
the director himself, Ramlee offers comedic appeal through a combination of 
dialogue and physical gags. The spontaneous utterance of jokes allows Ramlee to 
develop dialogues that sound simple but have subtler meanings (Utusan Online, 
2012; Hassan, 2013). One notable scene in Bujang Lapok is the act of hitting a bottle 
between Sudin and Zaiton, which appears to be their secret ‘calling sign’ to meet. 
Instead of Zaiton appearing at the window where they used to interact and plan a 
meeting, the scene turns comedic as the mother appears at the window; Sudin 
immediately throws the bottle away and acts as if he is exercising at the foyer of his 
rented quarters. As White (1996, p.11) observes, Ramlee’s trio of comedies, such as 
the Bujang Lapok series, were influenced by popular Japanese genre comedies in the 
1930s, e.g. shomin-geki (comedies about the lower-middle class) and nansensu-
mono (‘nonsense comedy’), which were shown in Malayan theatres during World 
War II. Both genres featured a group of young men seeking to meet women and 
make money with the minimum amount of effort. As White (1996) further points 
out, the influence of 1930s’ Hollywood comedies, particularly the Three Stooges 
series, constituted yet another significant influence on Ramlee’s comedies (p.11). 
 After the success of Ramlee’s comedies (between the 1950s and 1960s), the 
new beginnings for comedy arose in the 1970s with several films being produced, 
including Keluarga Si-Comat (Family of Si-Comat, 1975). Considered as a simple 
family comedy, Keluarga Si-Comat (produced by Sabah Film Production) is also a 
commercially successful comedy. Other simple ‘happy ending’ comedies from this 
period include Panglima Badul (The Warrior, Badul, 1978), Prebet Lapok (The 
Raggedy Private, 1979), Tuan Badol (Mr. Badul, 1979) and Si Badol (1980). 
Nevertheless, a change in comedy storytelling was emerging towards the end of the 
1970s, with the coming of Hafsham (a film director) and his debut film, Adik Manja 
(Cutie Pie, 1979). The plot is based on a humorous situation involving a baby at an 
all-girls’ school and a young, male teacher (Azmi). Just before reporting for duty at 
a girls’ school, Azmi stumbles upon a baby who has been abandoned in the clinic he 
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visited; this event leaves Azmi no choice but to take the baby with him. The 
presence of the baby amuses students and teachers, and the film pokes fun at all the 
things that happen to Azmi, particularly his handling of the problems involving the 
baby and his quest to find the parents. Although the film was mainstream fare, 
Hassan (2013, p.107) argues that Adik Manja brought a breath of fresh air to the 
industry, not only in introducing new, young faces and multiracial characters among 
the students (e.g. Malays and Chinese), but also in bringing a different kind of 
humour that happens in a female boarding school. As a result, the film won the Best 
Comedy Award at the 26th Asia-Pacific Film Festival (1980) and several awards at 
the Malaysian Film Festival 1980 (ibid). 
 These classic Malaysian comedies illustrate some contextual interpretations 
of humour and laughter. From the era of P.Ramlee to the recent years, comedy film 
is deemed to be one of a popular film produced in Malaysia. In the recent list of 
Malaysia’s top 30-feature films (released by National Film Development 
Corporation Malaysia (FINAS) in 2014 for films that were released for screening 
between 1990 and 2014), fifteen of them were comedies (including films which 
were produced under the mixture label of action-comedy and horror-comedy). The 
list includes the film Ngangkung (analysed below), which was released in 2010 and 
marked a record-breaking total of RM 8.15 million at the Box Office over the course 
of its screening (Ezekiel Lee, 2010; FINAS, 2014).  
 This chapter will analyse three recent films that have been partly labelled as 
Islamic comedy, for these films demonstrated a mixture of genre characteristics and 
Islamic narrative: the romantic-comedy in Syurga Cinta (2009, dir. Ahmad Idham), 
horror-comedy in Ngangkung (2010, dir. Ismail Bob Hashim) and Islamic comedy 
in Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! (2013, dir. Pierre Andre). From the viewing 
session and supported by the media/film reviews, it is noticeable that these films 
display Islamic content in the narrative plot as the main male protagonists’ quest of 
desires (for fame and fortune) has caused them to drift away from the path of 
morality (particularly in Syurga Cinta and Ngangkung). In order to fulfill their 
desires, they tend to commit actions that are deemed immoral and against Islamic 
religious principles. The climax of these films features confrontations, either 
between the main male characters and spirits (Ngangkung), or because of human 
actions (in Syurga Cinta and Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang!). While film in the 
Malaysian context should reflect the moral and religious value of the local 
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community (e.g. the Malay-Muslim), the ending of these films exhibits a closure 
which suggests that religion (i.e. Islam) and its moral path serve to “manage 
disagreement or conflict, celebrating the collective and ultimately promoting social 
cohesion through the articulation of commonly agreed values, roles and obligations” 
(Wright, 2007, p. 14); a resolution that proposes an ideal way of life.  
 
4.2 Ngangkung (2010): An obsession with the lottery  
Produced under the label of comedy-horror, the film Ngangkung (2010, dir. Ismail 
Bob Hashim; produced by Metrowealth Pictures) exemplifies a hybridity between 
the genres of comedy and horror. The term ‘ngangkung’, according to the film 
director, is an act of bending or crouching during the worshipping ritual for the 
lottery or gambling activity (Norliza, 2010). Ngangkung tells a story of three best 
friends (the main male protagonists - Azim, Tasnim and Wan) and their obsession 
with the lottery (gambling).  
 
Plot structure of Ngangkung: 
The opening shot of the film establishes a visual of the three men (Tasnim, Wan and 
Tok Bomoh) sitting in front of a water well, which alludes to the central theme of the 
film - the act of ngangkung. According to Gillespie (2006, p.91), analysing the 
opening scenes of a narrative is usually revealing, and this opening scene tells about 
ngangkung, the act of ritually summoning a ghost/spirit in order to obtain numbers 
for the ‘winning lottery’. These men are in a ‘bending’ position and the witchdoctor 
(called as Tok Bomoh) who leads the ritual reminds them to keep on reading the 
chant/mantra that he gave earlier, with their eyes closed (until the end of the ritual). 
As the ritual proceeds, a (female) ghost appears from the well and starts to observe 
and touch them physically. Tasnim has chanted the wrong mantras after being 
disturbed by the ghost, which is when she feeds him with the ‘Marie biscuits’ (a type 
of biscuit). Depicted in a close-up shot, the funny moment occurs as Tasnim chants 
the wrong mantra of “…bila biskut bertemu Marie…” (Trans.: …when biscuit meets 
Marie…), instead of “…bila Utara bertemu Selatan, bila Timur bertemu Barat, air 
bertemu api…” (Trans.: …when north meets south, when east meets west, fire meets 
water...). The scene ends with a close-up of Tasnim’s facial reaction and screaming 
for his life after seeing the ghost before him (Figure 4.1 (a) below).  
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Figure 4.1 (a): Tasnim is terrified after seeing the ghost  
 
 The next day, Wan and Tasnim meet again in the restaurant to talk about 
what happened the previous night (during the ngangkung ritual) and to find another 
‘good’ bomoh in attempt to win a bigger lottery. The scene also introduces us to 
another of the main protagonists, Azim. Disruptions arise when Azim comes home 
from work and receives complaints from his wife, Suri. Suri is worried since they 
have run out of food and have no money to buy more, and she insists that Azim 
should find ways to increase their income. This scene ends with a close-up shot of 
Azim looking emotional and guilty for what is happening to his family. The next 
scene hints at Azim’s interest in the lottery, as he asks Wan whether they are going 
for ngangkung tonight; the conversation implies that Azim is beginning to have an 
interest in gambling. Simultaneously, in the scene between Tasnim and his wife, 
Midah, she suddenly asks Tasnim, “Bila abang nak berhenti ngangkung? Abang tak 
ingat dosa ke?” (Trans.: When are you going to stop ‘ngangkung’? Aren’t you 
thinking of the sin?). We learn that Midah is disappointed about her husband’s 
gambling habit, but the scene ends in silence as Tasnim could not answer her 
question, implying that he also knows it is sinful. 
 Since disruptions establish the quest of the main characters, a series of 
complications continues as the three friends continue pursuing their mission of 
winning the lottery. Their meeting with another witchdoctor called Pendita brings 
them to a sequence of numbers that are believed to be the winning lottery numbers. 
During the ngangkung ritual (as in Figure 4.1 (b)), Tasnim presents a knife, an 
CHAPTER 4  97  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
offering requested by Pendita, to start summoning the spirit/ghost. The scene once 
again visualises the act of ngangkung, as the three men are bending over on the 
ground and Pendita sits on the platform to lead the ritual. These men begin to sing 
the mantras to call for the spirit and when the spirit (female ghost) appears, they 
manage to obtain the numbers, which are believed to be the winning lottery 
numbers. Then, Pendita returns the knife to Tasnim and reminds them to obtain the 
numbers on the next day. They immediately leave the scene before Pendita is able to 
finish his words and this disappoints him. On their way home, a complication begins 
as Wan is disturbed by a (female) ghost; the ghost/spirit is believed to be ‘the 
guardian’ of the knife (from Pendita). This disturbance becomes worse and resulting 
Wan collapses after seeing ‘her’. When they arrive in a hospital to seek help for 
Wan, Tasnim also experiences a similar terrifying moment as he sees a female ghost 
sitting on top of Wan. During this structure of disruption and complication, the 
object of comic amusement is generated mainly from the men’s physical gags when 
they encounter the ghost or spirit that arises from the ngangkung ritual. 
 
 
Figure 4.1 (b): Azim, Tasnim and Wan (from left – squatting position) during the 
ngangkung ritual (lead by Pendita who sits on the platform) and the female ghost 
appears behind them 
 
 Despite what happened in the hospital, Tasnim and Azim are determined to 
solve the mystery numbers obtained from Pendita. These complications bring the 
film to its climax, which is when Azim wins the lottery. He takes his family for a 
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festive dinner to celebrate the ‘victory’. During this dinner scene, Azim encounters 
the spirit of ngangkung (in Figure 4.1 (c)). Following this, his family discovers that 
his personality has changed, and many unexplained things happen around the house. 
Apart from the horrible scents that Suri constantly smells in the house, there is one 
scene involving Wahi (the daughter), who is seen talking to someone ‘invisible’. 
The scene also hints that the spirit is starting to reveal itself to other family 
members. Also, Azim’s unusual act of wearing the red shawl around his neck (as 
instructed by the witchdoctor) and the chanting that he frequently practices at home 
which derives from his involvement in the ngangkung activity, have resulted in the 
terrifying consequences for such practices (as in what happens to Wahi).  
 The film ends after each character has encountered their individual trials, 
which are mainly due to their horror-filled experiences and disturbances from the 
ghost/spirits of the lottery. For all three characters, their conflicts with family 
members bring them to a realisation that their obsession for wealth by way of 
ngangkung has turned their lives upside down: Azim has a dispute with his wife 
over his behaviour toward their daughter (he slaps Wahi for wearing the ‘sacred’ 
shawl given to him by another bomoh), Wan has been beaten by the loan shark over 
the outstanding debt, and Tasnim has lost his child (his wife has a miscarriage). This 
sequence of events marks the climax of the film and leads to the resolution that they 
need to return to Islam and morality, and is visually portrayed by their making their 
way to the mosque to attend the night congregation prayer. 
 
 
Figure 4.1 (c): During the ‘victory’ dinner, Azim begins to see the spirit of 
ngangkung. 
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 The film is underpinned by a simple linear story that ends with the men 
rediscovering the Islamic way of life. The key narrative structure for this film is 
based on the quest for fortune for the three main male protagonists (i.e. Azim, 
Tasnim and Wan). Each of the characters is transformed in their role from the initial 
to the final stage of the narrative. As the main male character, Azim, simultaneously 
displays the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ or ‘villain’ character that drives the plot in its causality 
of events. From an exposition scene, we can read that Azim, who is initially 
reluctant to be involved in the lottery activity, is now actively involved in gambling 
(lottery) in order to end his financial misery. His role and actions represent the quest 
structure of the film – the ‘bad’ quest for wealth and the ‘good’ returns to the 
religious path (i.e. regretting his past actions) - which brings closure to all three male 
characters; they are ‘normalised’ and returned to a revised state of equilibrium 
(Gillespie, 2006, p.97). In other words, the three male characters are able to 
overcome their obstacles (i.e. their gambling problem) and finally discover a return 
to the path of morality. 
 This classical conversion plot may lend a banal ending to the narrative, but 
the forms of comedy cliché – the quest plot, the character’s transgression satire (i.e. 
the wrongdoings), and the transformation journey – are also able to become a form 
of political criticism in challenging stereotypes on stage (Spielhaus, 2013, p.325), or 
in this context, on screen representations. In the light of comedy’s vision that may 
address the ‘unspeakable’ (as Spielhaus (2013, p.323) spells out in the case of stand-
up comedy), the depiction of ngangkung in the film is specifically mocking the 
Malay-Muslim for being obsessed with the lottery and gambling. In other words, the 
film caricatures them for obsessing about becoming wealthy in a fast and easy way; 
hence, signifies a discourse about Malays in a society of easy living, which leads 
them away from their traditional and spiritual roots according to the teachings of 
Islam (Hassan, 2013, p.109). The film’s ending does not reveal anything about 
where the winning money is or what has happened to it. Instead, the film utilises a 
horror-comedy genre and its intersection with tragic events that leads to a 
conversion narrative. The film marks its closure with a symbolic restoration of a 
person’s morality and values. 
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4.2.1 Ngangkung: obsession versus morality 
While the lottery and gambling is forbidden in Islam, this activity is considered 
‘common’ among Malaysian communities; in this film, a fusion form of comedy and 
horror storytelling has been employed to criticise gambling activity (Norliza, 2010; 
Wahiduzzaman, 2010). Azim is a lorry driver who lives a modest life with his wife 
Suri and their daughter, Wahi. Tasnim and Wan are Azim's closest friends and they 
start influencing him to gamble on the lottery. These three main characters are 
portrayed as being working-class and are happily married men (both Wan and 
Tasnim are expecting their first child). Tasnim runs his own small business, and 
Wan works as a lorry driver for the same company as Azim.  
 Ngangkung defies the generic cinematic format in Malaysian cinema by 
merging horror and comedy. From the genre point of view, the interwoven elements 
of fear and laughter deliver opposite emotions for human beings. Caroll (1999, 
p.146-147) asserts that it may seem implausible in the beginning, that such broadly 
opposite effects of horror and comedy can attach to the same stimulus of being 
terrified and amused. Dhusiya (2013, p.187) shares a similar theory when arguing 
that fear is generally associated with grief and laughter signals some prosperity. 
Although not every recent attempt to fuse horror and humour has been effective, this 
hybrid element is also common in the Indonesian cinema. According to Heider 
(1991, p.44), this mixing of horror-comedy is able to invite laughter from the 
audience especially upon the recurring scenes in which supernatural monsters appear 
and re-appear to ‘torment’ their victims, as well as attacking them.  
 Hollywood films also shares this horror-comedy blend such as in Beetlejuice 
(released in 1988, dir. Tim Burton), Evil Dead 2: Dead by Dawn (1987, dir. Sam 
Raimi), Shaun of the Dead (2004, dir. Edgar Wright), Zombieland (2009, dir. Ruben 
Fleisher) and Fright Night (2011, dir. Craig Gillespie); these are amongst the films 
that prove that the ‘hybrid genre’ is possible. While these films are able to induce 
laughter and screams throughout their screening, Dhusiya (2013, p.188) summarises 
Picart’s (2003) argument that this hybrid genre also opens up the possibility of 
narratives that critique the established boundaries of power, gender and sexuality. 
Similar to the film Ngangkung, which also hit box-office success during its 
screening, the narrative represents a mixture of the horrific consequences of the 
ngangkung ritual and the aftermath of their obsession, with the protagonists trapped 
in both horrific and hilarious situations.  
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Figure 4.1 (d): A scene at the hospital when Tasnim sees the (same) ghost sitting on 
top of Wan 
 
The male quest for fortune by the three main characters displays the conflicting and 
incongruous personalities that are brought together in the film. As the obsession 
with gambling on the lottery for obtaining wealth and fortune rules the men’s lives, 
they turn to supernatural belief to fulfill their wish and are equally trapped in the 
disruptive presence of the ngangkung spirit. Ngangkung establishes a link of gaining 
money and wealth with their superstitious belief, which then directs a person to the 
transgression of religious morality. This transgression is made clear from their series 
of meeting the bomoh/pendita to request for hints for lottery numbers. For example, 
in the opening scene of the film (the ending part as shown in figure 4.1 (a) and later 
in figure 4.1 (b) (above) portrayed their meeting with the bomoh (i.e. mentioning 
their intention) followed by their actions of chanting mantras and made an offering, 
as requested by the bomoh, to seek help from the spirit/ghost. From this depiction of 
ngangkung activities, the film exemplifies how the three men were obsessed with 
gambling and willing to do anything to fulfill their desire, including actions that 
against the teaching of Islam.  
 Next, to make this obsession comedic, there is the scene at the hospital when 
Tasnim sees the ghost sitting on top of Wan (as in Figure 4.1 (d) above). As it may 
also invite both a comical and a fear-provoking situation, the film utilises the 
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characters’ performances and their ‘error’ in the narrative. These male characters 
represent the notion of incongruous juxtaposition (mainly contrasting propositions in 
obtaining financial aid) and present things that stand at the extreme ends of a scale 
to one another. Caroll (1999, p.154) elaborates this opposition within horror and 
humour narratives, as both states involve the transgression of a category, a concept, 
a norm, or a commonplace expectation. Thus, these male characters and their 
ngangkung addiction represent the transgression of values and norms in the Malay-
Muslim context and juxtapose the ‘right and permitted’ action with the ‘wrong and 
forbidden’.  
 Additionally, it is worth reiterating Spielhaus’s (2013, p.325) observation 
that clichéd representations of reality, particularly in caricatures about ethnicity or 
other religious affiliations, are not merely to generate humorous effect. Instead, the 
use of comic relief in this film could facilitate the representative process by 
intimately connecting the narrative to humour as a mechanism for releasing social 
tensions. Michael (2011, p.137) elaborates that this notion of relief in humour also 
suggests that shared laughter within groups can promote psychological bonding and 
social cohesion. Ngangkung utilises characters and causality to articulate sympathy 
towards the characters that were poor but at the same time, this film tries to 
communicate a joke from an insider (i.e. the Malay-Muslim) to an outsider group 
(i.e. the non-Muslim) without being offensive within the context of Malaysia. This 
also relates to a sociological perspective of humour, as a form of social critique 
(Lockyer & Pickering, 2008):  
“It is integral to social relationships and social interaction. It 
may be taken in certain contexts as light-hearted banter, but in 
other contexts it can injure people’s social standing, or cut 
deeply into relationships and interaction between people within 
and across different social groups.” (ibid, p.2) 
 
Furthermore, the representation of the Malay-Muslim characters in this film is 
designed to signify the image of Islam. The ngangkung obsession, which is deemed 
haram (forbidden) in Islam, represents the conflict of morals against socially 
decadent ideas. While Ngangkung mocks the act of ‘ngangkung’ within the Malay-
Muslim community, the film offers a social commentary on the morality of the male 
characters and their obsession with ngangkung; in the end portrays these males’ 
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quest for the righteous path in life. Also, the film mobilises an element of 
superstitious belief among the Malay-Muslim community, which is closely 
connected to the (Malay) nature of adat and the pre-Islamic belief system.  
 In addition, the family institution appears as a ‘helper’ that cares for and 
criticises the patriarchal condition in a familial context. The family unit in 
Ngangkung represents the role of ‘helper’ in that it provides a source of strength and 
courage for the main male characters (Azim, Tasnim and Wan) to resist the 
influence of the ‘bad’ (ngangkung) habit. In the scene where Suri (Azim’s wife) 
finds the lottery ticket inside Azim’s pocket, the scene is intercut with Azim’s 
anxious reaction concerning whether Suri has discovered his current lottery habit. 
The scene expresses Suri’s regret and sadness over her husband’s habit. Another 
night scene involving Wan being beaten by a loan shark due to his lottery debts also 
marks a turning point for him to ‘return’ to his initial role as head of the family. 
These examples of complication have addressed the significance of family, as in 
Najat Rahman’s (2013, p.481) analysis of the familial sphere in Palestinian film. She 
asserts that the return to family becomes an active way to resist the assault on the 
senses and to cope with everyday life. In the end, the three male characters, Azim, 
Tasnim and Wan, finally realise how important the family is in enabling them to 
cope with their struggle for morality.  
 
 
Figure 4.1 (e): Ending scene: Tasnim, Azim and Wan heading to the mosque (on the 
right) 
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The ending scene of Ngangkung suggests that they have finally realised their 
mistaken characteristics and have decided to change themselves, as the three of them 
have gone to the mosque (Figure 4.1 (e) above); this is a classical representation of 
the mosque which symbolises the Muslim way of life that they have been ignoring. 
For example, in the final scene between the three men, Azim asks his friends about 
when they last came to the mosque (in a dialogue “Bila last korang datang sini?” - 
Trans.: When was the last time you all came here?). Then one of them replied, 
“During primary school.” In staging a closure for the narrative, the film illustrates 
the intersection between the tragic and comedic elements of emotional engagement 
and disengagement (Morreall, 1999, p.25). As they reach the point of realisation 
about returning to morality, the characters experience challenges to their emotions, 
i.e. fear, sadness, which lock them into self-concern and into their own perspectives. 
However, this ending scene also stages a contradictory emotional disengagement 
and this turns it into a comedic sequence.  
 
 
 
Figure 4.1 (f): A poster of ‘Get-Rich-Quick Scheme’ draws some interest from 
them (from left to right: Tasnim, Wan and Azim) 
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During a scene involving the three men, Azim, Wan, and Tasnim, walking to the 
mosque (in complete praying attire – fully covers their body, complete with the 
songkok/headgear), they represent the reverse images from their initial appearance, 
and indicate their individual transition from being a misguided character (by 
practicing ngangkung for lotteries) to a person (and a man) that finds a path back to 
Islam and its moral teachings. Amidst this final transformation sequence, a poster of 
a ‘Get-Rich-Quick Scheme’ that is pasted on the tree near the mosque draws some 
interest from them (Figure 4.1 (f) above). The initial reaction (i.e. their excitement) 
upon reading the poster suggests that the male characters were still having interest 
about getting rich fast. But later, they realise their mistakes and promise not to get 
involved in gambling again. Referring to Morreall’s (1999) discussion on emotional 
engagement and disengagement in a tragic-comedy vision, the main characters or 
heroes in the comedy do not sink themselves into the misfortunes that occur. Rather, 
these heroes are engaging their imagination and ingenuity instead of their emotions; 
this subsequently portrays that they are adaptable to the situation and allows some 
laughter amid their misfortune.  
 The way in which comedy highlights the misguided actions of three 
working-class men is through the depiction of their hardship and struggle to increase 
the family income. The struggles has led them to partake in lottery and gambling 
activity, which eventually triggers more trouble in their life. Instead of condemning 
them for partaking in the gambling activity, these comedies acknowledge the 
characters’ wish to win the lottery in order to overcome their financial struggle. 
Subsequently, the ending suggests a realisation phase when Azim, Wan and Tasnim 
accept that they have been following an erroneous path, and it is time for them to 
return to the teaching of Islam to find stability in their life.   
 In acknowledging the protagonists’ struggle and self-realisation plot, this 
film utilises the visual framing of ‘eye-level’ for most of its shot composition. This 
also provides significant meaning within the film, as it reflects ‘the real-world angle’ 
with which we are all familiar. The shot sequence displays subjects in their natural 
order, as one would expect to see and watch them in real life. As a result, 
Ngangkung does not merely highlight the gambling addiction within the Malay-
Muslim community, but its visual composition could also satirises ‘an intimate 
connection’ that a particular social group (i.e. the Malays) has had with the action or 
activity that is deemed as haram (forbidden). The film setting also establishes that 
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they live in an old-wooden house in a rural area, which also indicates their lower 
social status and that they are poor. Thus, by way of ngangkung, the film mocks the 
poor Malaysians’ (in particular, the Malay-Muslims’) fondness for a quick way to 
gain money and wealth. On the one hand, this representation of protagonists’ living 
in old-wooden house in the rural area and simultaneously involved in haram activity 
to gain wealth portrays their desperation to enhance their living condition. As the 
plot flows, this social concern is resolved through the self-realisation process as a 
Muslim – through trials and tribulations that they have encountered, the protagonists 
admit their mistake and return to the teaching of Islam. On the other hand, the rural 
area, which is discussed in Niyang Rapik (horror film), can be read as a social 
commentary on the physical development of some areas in Malaysia; contesting the 
key modernising idea in Malaysia. It is deemed important for the government in-
charge to improve the living standards of the people as part of its strategies to 
achieve a modern industrial Malaysia (Leong, 2006, p.199).  
 
4.3 Syurga Cinta (Paradise of Love, 2009) 
Syurga Cinta (literally ‘Paradise of Love’, 2009, dir. Ahmad Idham) is a romantic 
comedy (also called ‘rom-com’) that revolves around a story about love and life, and 
ends with the main, male character’s (Irham) discovery of the right way of life. As 
the film is classified as an ‘Islamic film’ (by the producer), Syurga Cinta illustrates a 
straightforward storytelling that ends with the discovery of the right Muslim way of 
life. For analysis purposes, it is essential to identify the narrative structure of the 
film in order to understand its motion and emotion, particularly the plot and 
character development in a romantic comedy. The narrative structure of Syurga 
Cinta begins with an introduction to the character of a young Muslim man (Irham) 
and a Muslim woman (Syuhadah), who are pursuing different ways of life. Irham 
has just returned to Malaysia (after staying abroad in London), but prefers to stay 
abroad because of the weather and because he can have freedom for his social life 
(he enjoys the nightclubs). He then meets Syuhadah because of a bet he made with 
his friends. According to the bidding agreement, Irham has to date Syuhadah for a 
month, and then disclose their pact to her, in order for Irham to win a prize. 
 After he accepts the bidding challenge, Irham and Syuhadah start to become 
friends and get to know each other. Irham and his family (parents and a younger 
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brother) live in a stereotypical ‘western lifestyle’ – affluent and having Western 
items, such as sports cars and home cinemas. They are in contrast with Syuhadah, 
who is also portrayed as coming from an affluent family – visually portrayed living 
in a big and roomy house, except that both she and her family are pictured as devout 
and as living a modest life by embracing the teaching of Islam. Syuhadah lives with 
her grandfather (Atok) and, in the plot structure, they exemplify the affluent but 
modest Malay-Muslim family; they are portrayed as having material possessions 
(e.g. the house they live in, the vehicles they own) and as living their life virtuously. 
However, the house had modest furniture and none of the conspicuous consumption 
items (e.g. statues, home cinema) as in Irham’s house. Also, Syuhadah portrays an 
ideal Muslim way of life through her physical appearance (i.e. covering her aurat 
(body) according to Islamic principle) and her ways of behaving towards others, 
particularly men and the elderly. Their friendship (Syuhadah and Irham) exposes 
each other’s life story and feelings, which also changes Irham to be a different 
person. While Irham gradually learns and practices (again) the Muslim way of life - 
he starts to perform the daily prayers and attends the Quranic recitation class with 
Syuhadah’s grandfather (Atok) - he also begins to develop feelings for Syuhadah. He 
realises how he lived his life before, astray from religious teaching and feeling proud 
of what he considered a ‘modern western’ lifestyle. Still, at the start of the film, he 
tries to keep the meeting routine with his two good friends in the nightclub, trying to 
consume alcohol as he used to, but suddenly he realises that it is not right. 
 Syurga Cinta reaches its climax when Irham has to confront the day of 
revealing the bidding pact he made with his friends. He reveals the pact in front of 
Syuhadah. The confession upsets Syuhadah and Irham seems uncomfortable about 
it. On his way home from the night club, Irham experiences a series of strange 
events (through his dream), meeting an old man in white attire, and having a 
conversation with the man regarding his strayed life. The man advises him to ask 
constantly for forgiveness from Allah and also of the people to whom he owes an 
apology (in this case, Syuhadah). Irham realises how Syuhadah has affected his life, 
and has tried to guide him in the true teaching of Islam. Finally, he wakes up from 
the strange dream and rushes home for Ikmal (Irham’s younger brother) and to ask 
his help to find Syuhadah. Irham goes to meet Syuhadah, but unfortunately she has 
left the house. Atok tells Irham about the Islamic definition of true love (Paradise of 
love – Syurga Cinta). The film ends when Ikmal and Atok help Irham to win 
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Syuhadah back; Irham reveals his true feelings for her and proposes to Syuhadah to 
be his lawful wife. Syuhadah accepts the proposal and they finally have their happy 
endings. As the main protagonist, Irham has finally discovered the answer to his 
spiritual journey and has also found love.   
 The narrative structure of Syurga Cinta clearly portrays a male life quest as 
the causal event, in which the characters are in pursuit of the true meaning of love 
and life. As for Syurga Cinta, which also falls under the category of romantic 
comedy film, it is not designed merely to establish a romance but also unfolds the 
quest for spiritual recovery, which in turn leads to the discovery of the true meaning 
of life. The interweaving of the love story and the comical interactions between 
Irham (the main protagonist), Ikmal (the ‘helper’) and Syuhadah (the main female 
character) adopts certain formulae to produce the comic suspense, which includes 
scheming and plotting, as well as pretense and disguise (Neale & Krutnik, 1990, 
p.38) for Irham to keep his plans concealed but achievable. In essence, Syurga Cinta 
portrays a straightforward story of a male quest for life and love and ends with a 
classical conversion narrative. According to Chatman (1978, p.47-49,85), this kind 
of linearity in a classical narrative sets up events that occur and link to each other in 
a cause-and-effect chain until the final effect. The storyline of the quest of a man 
who is lost in the materialistic and decadent western way of life, then finds a woman 
and falls in love seems congruent to the narrative of romantic comedy. According to 
King (2002, p.50), “it implies a much more central and sustained focus on the detail 
and texture of romance, romantic relationships and character, as both plot material 
and source of comedy…entails a substantial integration of comedy and narrative.” In 
a classic way, the film closes with a happy ending, with Irham finding love with 
Syuhadah and returning to Islam. Irham’s discovery of God and the true teaching of 
Islam are also because of Syuhadah, and specifically from the life values that she 
embraces.  
 The humour in of Syurga Cinta mainly derives from the character of Ikmal, 
who symbolises the ‘innocent soul’, who is always in a process of learning. As a 
source of laughter and relief in the film, Ikmal’s ‘playful’ imagination and tricks 
manage to inject some comical moments alongside Irham’s life quest. In multiple 
scenes, Ikmal represents as the ‘helper’ to Irham, particularly in helping Irham with 
his relationship with Teacher Syuhadah - such that Irham continuously returns to 
him to seek help, so Ikmal will take the role as ‘middle person’ to help resolving any 
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issues between Irham and Syuhadah. In a notable final scene to reunite Irham and 
Syuhadah, Ikmal uses his skill to handle a remote control car and leads Syuhadah to 
meet Irham. This gesture of Ikmal reflects the active role of his character throughout 
the film, as well as signifying the function of the family, and helps Irham, 
predominantly in ‘resisting the assault on the senses and coping with the everyday 
life endurance’ (Najat Rahman, 2013, p.481). Also, this dynamic role of Ikmal also 
represents the love and honesty in coping with the everyday life struggle, from the 
perspective of a young and innocent learner.  
 
4.3.1 Syurga Cinta: an account of reverse orientalism?  
Narrative can serve as a form of societal self-expression which directly addresses the 
society’s constitutive contradictions (Altman, 1998). Genre expression, Altman 
adds, should reside in a particular topic and structure in a corpus of films that share a 
specific topic and structure (ibid, p.23). At the beginning of Syurga Cinta, the film 
shows that Irham prefers to live abroad as he feels free to live (the Western lifestyle) 
and he has been criticised for not being patriotic. Hence, Irham’s Western lifestyle is 
portrayed judgmentally from the exposition (initial) stage of the narrative. In one of 
the early scenes, Irham is seen carrying a drunken young woman in a mini-skirt 
from a nightclub to his house to spend the night with him. As they drive past the 
mosque, laughing in an expensive convertible, the camera pauses for a static shot of 
the mosque, gleaming and towering in the darkness, which symbolises the Muslim 
way of life that the couple is ignoring. 
 The depiction of a materialistic and decadent western lifestyle in Syurga 
Cinta functions as a villain that prevents one from discovering the true meaning of 
love and life. As Irham comes from a wealthy family, there are moments 
establishing how he enjoys a materialistic lifestyle without any thought of spiritual 
needs and guidance. Various symbols of materialism have been presented; a high 
angle shot of their mansion, an excessive interior, and the possession of luxury 
vehicles as well their preferred spot for socialising activities. The film seeks to 
represent an Eastern and Islamic perspective set in contrast to the Western, which 
brings the film’s discourse to a cultural specificity context. Turner (2006, p.112) 
explains that this cultural specificity in film narrative allows the spectator to 
differentiate the dominant discourses of one culture from those of another. Syurga 
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Cinta signifies a conflicting representation of an Eastern perspective set against 
Westernisation and materialistic values, as this film contrasts the Malay-Muslim 
perspective against cultural imperialism (of the West). It ends up rendering the West 
as a caricature for this contrasting representation.   
 Said (2003, p.2) points out that the East (or what is famously termed ‘the 
Orient’) has helped to define the West as its contrasting image, idea, personality and 
experience, and Syurga Cinta exemplifies this contrasting perspective as the 
conversion narrative in the film illuminates the notion of ‘reverse Orientalism’. In 
the initial scene between Irham and his best friends, Irham claims that he adores the 
Western secular lifestyle for its modernity and the idea that one has the ability to act 
freely. This state of mind is in contrast with the idea of morality within the 
Malay(sian)-Muslim social and cultural context. The film challenges the idea of 
Western cultural superiority, and represents Islamic morality as the fundamental in 
the quest for conflict closure. The quest and complication are connected in 
conventional storytelling – featuring the relationship of Irham and Syuhadah – and 
what Islam (as guidance) means to them. The intersection between the quest for love 
and life through the light rom-com plot portrays the emerging Islamic principle that 
eventually leads Irham to the right path in life. As a way in which religious value 
and principle is communicated, Syurga Cinta also reveals the main female character 
(Syuhadah) as a bearer of moral values which function as a catalyst for moral 
transformations in the man. 
 The representation of women in this film is parallel to Morandiyan Rizi’s 
(2015) analysis on cinema as an artistic venue for the representation of the new 
practices of gender and sexuality. Rizi (ibid, p.11) observes that local Iranian 
filmmakers (male and female) seem to have realised that a society can effectively 
progress only if there is parity between the sexes within it and women are as socially 
active as men. Thus, the role that Syuhadah portrays in Syurga Cinta represents an 
active role for Malay-Muslim women in a social sphere, as she inspires a man 
(Irham) to transform his life. The cultural construction of an ideal female, as debated 
by Kuhn (1994) – young, shapely, carefully dressed and made up, fashionable and 
glamorous – may be considered in itself as ‘oppressive’ because it proffers an image 
which many women feel it is important to emulate and yet at the same time is 
unattainable for most of them. Such images are also criticised by feminists on the 
ground that they objectify women in terms of the socially predefined visible criteria 
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of beauty and attractiveness (Rizi, 2015, p.7). Rizi (ibid) adds that it is the emphasis 
on modesty (sharm) and chastity (nejabat) as the ideal features of a woman that has 
put Iranian cinema in opposition to Western feminist discourse. In this regard, the 
lead female character in Syurga Cinta – Syuhadah – also stands out as a modest, 
educated and religious young woman; hence challenges the passive female role in 
social structures.     
 Irham and his family live in a Western, materialistic lifestyle, depicted in the 
film in a condemning manner as decadent. This ‘lifestyle’ juxtaposes the life of 
Syuhadah, who came from a devout and affluent family, and who live their life by 
embracing the teaching of Islam. The contrasting rich and affluent lifestyle of Irham 
and Syuhadah also establishes a unique indication of ‘good rich’ versus ‘bad rich’ 
people, and is exemplified through the character’s behaviour and supported by the 
utilisation of iconography or visualisation, i.e. the mise-en-scène of the film that 
includes location, setting, props (décor), lighting, and even the style of action. As 
Elsaesser (1972, p.71,75) argues that the mise-en-scène enables the translation of 
character into action, and action into gesture and dynamic space, the ‘good rich 
versus bad rich’ connotation brings to the fore a sense of the morality of the 
characters. The character of Syuhadah represents the ‘good rich’ side, as she 
displays a virtuous character in a modern setting and is portrayed as a bearer of 
moral values, functioning as a catalyst for moral transformations in the man. From 
the lens of religious identity, she epitomises stability as a Muslim woman that 
adheres to the principle of Islam, in her appearance and spirituality as well as in 
living a moderate lifestyle. Positive attributes in the character of Syuhadah provide 
evidence that Islam is the right way of life, which continuously inspires Irham - 
representing the ‘bad rich’ - to choose the more righteous path.  
 The plot of romantic love that burns at the core of this film is also 
represented as pure, and embedded in the religious and moral sense. The relationship 
between Irham and Syuhadah has also revealed each other’s life story and feelings, 
as Irham begins to change into a different man and develops feelings for Syuhadah. 
During their first meeting, as arranged by Ikmal (shown in Figure 4.2 (a) below), 
Irham appears to be exaggerated in his attire and pretends to look pious and well-
mannered, presuming that this ‘look’ meets the characteristics of the ideal man for 
Syuhadah. While this exaggeration injects some comical effect, the character of 
Irham also makes use of the look that fits the accepted social definition of religious 
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and piousness - wearing a robe or jubah, complete with headgear/turban. This initial 
phase of transformation takes place only at a physical level, as Irham is a non-
conformist who exhibits an opposite lifestyle. However, his meeting with Syuhadah 
allows him to experience an inner transformation that truly changes him at the end 
of the film.  
 
Figure 4.2 (a): Sequence of meeting between Irham and Syuhadah for the first time. 
Shot  
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1
1 
 
Ikmal’s reaction after seeing Irham and his attire. 
Ikmal: Aduh… 
(expressing his 
disbelief after seeing 
Irham) 
1
1
1 
 
Ikmal (in the middle) as the ‘messenger’ sets up 
the meeting between Irham and Syuhadah. Irham 
is dressed in jubah (robe) and serban (headgear). 
Light laughter (from 
Syuhadah and Ikmal) 
 
The transformation process enables Irham to (re)experience and (re)learn a ‘new 
way of life’, beginning to perform his daily prayers and attending Quranic recitation 
class with Syuhadah’s grandfather (Atok). But at the same time, this journey into the 
self is also being exaggerated for comic effect. In a scene during their first visit to 
Syuhadah’s place and meeting Atok for the first time (as shown in Figure 4.2 (b) 
below), Atok asks Irham to be the imam and lead the prayer. Irham, who does not 
2
2 
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know what to do, starts to ‘hit’ Ikmal (on his feet) as a trick to save him from that 
‘emergency’ situation. Even though Ikmal succeeds in helping Irham to avoid being 
the imam, the scene also shows that Irham starts to realise how he has lived his life 
before, far away from the teaching of Islam and fancying a ‘modern western’ 
lifestyle. 
Figure 4.2 (b): Sequence of Irham and Ikmal during their first visit to Syuhadah’s 
home.  
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Irham ‘kicks’ Ikmal for a trick. 
 
2 
 
Ikmal is begging atok to be their imam. 
Ikmal: Please atok...please… 
3 
 
Ikmal’s trick (of crying) ‘saves’ his big 
brother, Irham; atok agrees to be the 
imam.   
The ‘crying’ of Ikmal 
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The scene exhibits a plan that the characters (Irham and Ikmal) are engaged in to 
ensure that they achieve their goals – to perform prayer – and to modify or rework 
the plan, since they are depicted as being caught by surprise when Atok requests 
Irham to be the imam. Subtly, the scene also articulates awareness and brings its 
transformative power into the main protagonist’s character. In such an event, 
difficulties and motivation will evolve the characters based on a certain system of 
motivation within the comic surprise moments (Neale & Krutnik, 1990, p.42). The 
comic relief in the scene satirises a person’s lack of knowledge about his religion 
and reflects how Irham has become estranged from Islamic practices. This indicates 
that not only does comedy provide light amusement and laughter, but it also 
underlines the problematic side of human experience.  
The final reconciliation between Irham and Syuhadah marks the happy 
ending for this romantic comedy. As the film highlights romantic and dramatic 
moments, particularly in dealing with complications (for example, in the character 
of Syuhadah and Ikmal, and their connection with Irham), the values that this film 
postulates also bestow dignity on the lives of people. Overall, Syurga Cinta is not 
merely about love, romance, and the trivial presentation of comedy. Rather, it 
unfolds the significance of the quest for the true meaning of love and life. The main 
male character, Irham, discovers God and the true teaching of Islam through the 
female protagonist (Syuhadah), mainly from the life values that she embraces; this 
brings the closure of their happy ending. 
 
4.4 Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! (Ustaz, I’m Coming! – 2013)  
Released in 2013, the film Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! (dir. Pierre Andre) tells 
the story of Dadu and Muiz, two young men who have no direction in life and are 
unable to keep a stable job because of their ‘complacent’ attitude. They both end up 
jobless, penniless and are thrown out of their house because they cannot pay the 
rent. After being asked to leave the house by the landlord (Mr. Hamri), Hamzah 
(Dadu’s cousin) visits them. Both Dadu and Muiz seem surprised to see the ‘new’ 
Hamzah and his new image; he has been transformed from a hip-hop image to a 
modest young man (Hamzah dressed in a long white robe, complete with the white 
headgear called a serban or turban) (as in Figure 4.3 (a) below). Muiz asks Hamzah 
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about his new image, and Hamzah tells them his story. The ‘storytelling’ scene 
creates a comical situation, as it shows a fast-motion effect of the various gestures 
and facial expressions of the three men (Hamzah, Dadu and Muiz). The scene is 
back to its normal timeframe when Hamzah ends his story with, “Begitulah 
kisahnya…” (Trans.: That is how the story ends…).  
 
 
Figure 4.3 (a): From left: Dadu, Hamzah (in the middle; white robe) and Muiz 
 
Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! (Ustaz, I’m Coming!, 2013) introduces a prominent 
Ustaz (Islamic teacher/scholar) in Malaysia, Ustaz Azhar Idrus (synonym to the 
acronym of ‘UAI’), as one of the main attractions for the film. The ‘experiment’ 
made by the director to integrate comedy and ‘dakwah’ (preaching/proselytising), 
and the role played by Ustaz Azhar Idrus (as himself) who is known for his casual 
approach in every talk, is considered inspiring for the film in publicising the role of 
the ‘Ustaz’ or religious teacher on the big screen (from the official blog of 
Metrowealth Pictures, 2 December 2013). In addition, the characters of Dadu and 
Muiz, played by a popular comedy-duo called Shiro (talented comedian from a 
reality-TV programme, Raja Lawak or King of Comedy) boosted the publicity of the 
film.  
 The initial plot displays how Hamzah continues to encourage Dadu and Muiz 
to be good Muslims and emphasises the importance of the Quran as a source of light 
to be close to Allah. Then he shows them a video of an Islamic talk by Ustaz Azhar 
Idrus (UAI). The talk manages to incite the motivation for Dadu and Muiz to 
become better people (Muslims). Subsequently, both Muiz and Dadu are motivated 
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to change their life, so they decide to meet UAI in person by attending his talk. 
During their journey to attend the talk, Dadu and Muiz encounter various troubles 
and misfortunes, including being arrested by the police, twice. The turning point for 
both characters, Muiz and Dadu, occurs when they are invited to join a tabligh group 
in the mosque. This reach-out group is commonly associated with activities that 
encourage people, particularly Muslims, to attend the prayer and activities organised 
by the nearby mosque. During a door-to-door visit to call for people to attend 
mosques, the scene establishes a rejection from the public for this group, as they 
have been frequently misjudged for collecting donations without having to work for 
money. Ali, one of the group members, reveals their mission to Dadu; the tabligh 
group is joined by men who are professionals and earning enough money to make a 
living. They are involved in this reach-out group as part of their religious duty and to 
serve back to the Muslim community. As for Muiz and Dadu, their time with the 
tabligh group opens up new meaning in life for the both of them. 
 Complication occurs as they continue their journey to meet UAI; both of 
them have been mistakenly identified as accomplices to a most-wanted criminal 
after they were caught in the same vehicle with the man. Even though they explain 
that they have nothing to do with Bagok, Muiz and Dadu spend the night in jail and 
are then interrogated by the police (Figure 4.3 (b) below). This interrogation exhibits 
a comical moment and is manifested through the play of scheming by both comedy 
characters - Muiz and Dadu – in order to defend themselves. Both characters are 
well played with transgression and familiarity, which sets up deviations from rules 
and norms, in order to ‘re-place’ them (Neale & Krutnik, 1990, p.150), since both of 
them struggle to convince the policemen that they are innocent. During the 
interrogation, the manipulation of language is also deliberate for the purpose of 
humour. The humour emerges from the character’s ignorance (about what actually 
happens around them) and this leads to nonsense, word-play and some kind of 
physical impediment by the main protagonist (i.e. Muiz turns into a stammer during 
the interrogation). Hence, this particular scene is geared to a comical setting rather 
than dramatic elaboration, wherein the moment is able to draw a boundary between 
the ‘light’ and the ‘serious’ situation (ibid). Nevertheless, the scene ends well for 
Muiz and Dadu as the police release them from the lockup.  
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Figure 4.3 (b): Sequence of shots during the first lock-up event of Muiz and Dadu. 
 
Shot 
no. 
 
Visual/Description 
 
Sound 
1
1 
Dadu (left) and Muiz (right) in the lock-up (they 
looked confused after being arrested). 
Muiz: Tuan, 
lepaskan kami! Apa 
salah kami tuan? 
(Sir, let us go! What 
have we done 
wrong?) 
(Dadu is crying) 
2
2 
The police warn Muiz to answer his question 
truthfully. 
 
Policeman: Ko 
jangan main-main. 
Jawab betul-betul 
soalan aku ni! (You 
don’t joke around 
here. Answer my 
question!) 
Muiz: Betul tuan, 
saya tak tipu (Yes 
sir, I am telling the 
truth). 
 After they have been released from the lock-up, both Muiz and Dadu 
continue their journey to meet UAI. During the trip, they decide to stop and rest at 
the park before resuming the journey on the next day. Another complication occurs, 
as they have been arrested, once again, for being at a homosexual ‘gathering site’ by 
mistake. After some deliberations with the police, both Muiz and Dadu are released 
and they continue the journey to meet UAI. The film ends as both Muiz and Dadu 
are finally able to meet UAI in person – the policemen are sympathetic and send 
them to the venue (mosque) where UAI will deliver his talk. They have encountered 
misfortunes and challenges, but their motivation functions as a catalyst that guides 
them in this journey of self-purification: the motivation to re-learn and re-discover 
themselves. In the end, both Muiz and Dadu are finally able to meet UAI in-person. 
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During their meeting, Dadu asks the Ustaz if anyone has told him that he (the Ustaz) 
looks like UAI; the Ustaz replies ‘no’ and they laugh. The scene creates some funny 
moments for Dadu (being tricked by the Ustaz) and Muiz then tells Dadu that the 
man is the real Ustaz Azhar Idrus. The film ends with them meeting together at the 
beach and Ustaz Azhar provides them with some advice and reminders, and later 
invites them to attend his lecture at the nearby mosque. 
 
4.4.1 Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! : male, introspective and Islamic 
comedy  
Structurally, the film proposes a straightforward narrative, which begins with an 
idea to meet UAI. The following sequence to the meeting represents a journey of 
morality and life principles for both the main male protagonists, Muiz and Dadu. As 
a visit from Hamzah (Dadu’s cousin) marks the turning point for both men in 
seeking changes in their life, the character of Hamzah functions as the ‘helper’ that 
inspires transformation in the protagonists. Along the journey for protagonists’ 
moral transformation, disruption and complication emerges in the form of human 
acts; the first is when they are mistakenly captured as criminal accomplices (Figure 
4.3 (b)), and the second is when they have been arrested, again, for being at a 
homosexual ‘gathering site’ by mistake (Figure 4.3 (c) below). These events 
illuminate the experience of misunderstanding between the main protagonists (Muiz 
and Dadu), the mistaken events and the policemen. Rather than human 
manipulation, Neale and Krutnik (1990, p.40) refer to mistakes as the consequence 
of innocence rather than of deliberate deception.  
 Despite the traditional plot structure that revolves around heterosexual 
relationships, this film emphasises all-male characters, hence illuminating the vision 
of masculinity and the crisis between good and bad. In view of this vision of 
masculinity, Khoo (2006, p.158) argues that Malay cinema offers several versions of 
what it means to be a man in modern times, but the enduring image of “authentic” 
masculinity in cinema is undergoing some challenges from the social realities and 
changes in Malaysia. The sequences of events in Figure 4.3 (c) (Muiz and Dadu, and 
the homosexual group) explicitly remark on gender taboo, and its relationship to the 
traditional male role and morality. Here, the scene speaks about the ignorance of the 
protagonists (Muiz and Dadu) as a source of comedy, which in turns brings to the 
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audience the transgressed characters among the all-male casts. The scene may 
appear to joke about homosexuality, but at the same time it articulates a ‘threat’ to 
the moral and social values in society. For example, when both Muiz and Dadu were 
accidently caught on top of each other at the park filled with homosexuals, followed 
by the ‘grabbing’ situation between Muiz and Dadu, and the men in the cell (as in 
Shot 2 and 3 in Figure 4.3 (c) below) appears to criticise homosexuality as immoral 
and as a threat to the societal power structure, particularly pertaining to gender role 
and heterosexuality. This gender conflict demonstrates that the image of masculinity 
can be manipulated or easily influenced and, as a result, they contradict the male 
role within the traditional institution of the family and community as a whole. The 
ending shot between Muiz, Dadu and the men in the cell illuminates the call for 
morality, as Dadu reminds them not to be involved again with this immoral activity, 
and urges them to repent to God. Also, this ending shot also portrays an interesting 
event, which represent a sign of their faith and skill (of Muiz and Dadu), as they 
manage to turn around the situation in the cell – finally, the men are listening to 
morality advice from the two friends. In raising the question of homosexual desire, 
this particular scene and its appeal to morality signifies a call for the ‘re-
stabilisation’ of the nature of heterosexual identity.  
 
Figure 4.3 (c): Sequence of events during the second arrest of Muiz and Dadu. 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
After they have been released from the lock-up, 
they continue the journey to meet UAI (they stop 
at the park before continuing their journey). 
 
They talk about their 
next plan (after 
meeting Ustaz Azhar 
Idrus) 
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2 
 
 
Muiz and Dadu are accidently arrested, again, at 
the park for allegedly being part of the 
homosexual ‘gathering’. 
Policemen: Polis! 
Jangan bergerak! 
(Police! do not move!) 
3 
 
Noises in the cell – the seductive act of the 
homosexual men towards Dadu and Muiz.  
 
The men: 
Abang..abang.. 
(Brother…brother…) 
 
Muiz/Dadu: Apa 
pegang-pegang ni? 
Janganlah… 
(No touching 
please…) 
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4 
 
Muiz and Dadu manage to gather the men and 
advice them about moral as a Muslim. 
Background music: 
Slow flute 
instrumental (for 
remorseful effect) 
5 
 
Dadu: Ingat, jangan 
buat macam ni lagi. 
Bertaubat pada Allah. 
(Remember, please 
don’t do this again. 
Repent to Allah) 
 
Since most comical characters in this film appear to be misguided and mistaken, 
Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! renders a notion of introspective and self-reflection, 
which also calls for self-transformation and morality as a resolution. Therefore, it 
might be worth noting that the label of Islamic comedy fits the film, as much 
humour revolves around the troubles and difficulties that challenge the main 
protagonists in trying to conform to Islamic values. And at the same time, they are 
also negotiating their role within the demands of societal expectation and approval, 
particularly within the Malay (sian)-Muslim context. 
 In addition, this film is also interlinked with another tradition of comedy, 
which Seidman (1981) terms ‘comedian comedy’ (Horton & Rapf, 2013, p.5); a 
Hollywood cinema tradition that proposes an array of distinct and eccentric 
characteristics, themes and devices connecting performers and films (Neale, 2007). 
From a performance point of view, the characters of Muiz and Dadu represent 
comedian privilege figures and are able to step outside and to play with the rules 
governing this narrative genre. But simultaneously, Neale (2007) argues that the 
comedian figure also encounters anomalies and misfits between eccentricity and 
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social conformity in film narratives. Just like Jim Carey and Eddie Murphy’s playful 
characteristics in Hollywood comedy (Paul, 2002, p.119-121), and the Bujang Lapok 
trio in the early Malay comedy, the characters of Muiz and Dadu also offer 
variations in channeling the ridicule and comical effect to convey the introspective 
element of the narrative within the all-male casts.  
 Given that this film is labeled under Islamic (comedy) film, the depiction of 
all-male cast may also represent a notion of adhering to Islamic principles in terms 
of the depiction of male-female relationship (on- and off-screen). It can be read that 
the basic idea of presenting Islamic values and morality is also to advocate the 
Islamic principle of ‘enjoining good and forbidding wrong’ (for example in 
Rosmawati et.al, 2011; Naim, 2010) As the plot flows, this issue of gender 
representation, in particular the all-male characters is highlighted and being 
challenged by underlining the specific concern about a male group and their trials in 
life (i.e. the issue of homosexuality and power structure – as discussed above).  
 
Figure 4.3 (d): Scenes from the meeting with UAI – they finally meet UAI in 
person 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Ustaz Azhar Idrus (on the left) with Dadu – they 
finally meet UAI in person. 
 
UAI: Solat tanda 
kita hamba yang 
bersyukur kepada 
Allah. (Pray as a sign 
that we are grateful 
to Allah) 
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2 
 
(From L-R) The visual finale between UAI, Dadu 
and Muiz. 
UAI: Saya ada 
ceramah di masjid 
malam ni. Satu 
marhalah dari sini. 
(I have a lecture 
tonight. One 
marhalah from here) 
 
Muiz and Dadu: 
Satu marhalah? 
Baiklah Ustaz, mu 
tunggu aku datang! 
(One marhalah? Ok 
Ustaz, I’m coming!) 
 
The narrative achieves its classical finale, for both Muiz and Dadu are finally able to 
meet Ustaz Azhar Idrus in person and attend his lecture (as they always desired from 
the beginning of the film). The sequence in Figure 4.3 (d) above portrays their 
meeting after attending the lecture, which is filled with excitement (for the main 
protagonists), as they utilise that brief meeting to seek advice and guidance from the 
Ustaz. As the plot develops, the narrative conveys a positive sense of self-
transformation and illuminates the journey of a man’s life towards the path of 
morality. Muiz and Dadu represent two characters that are misguided in some 
aspects of their life, as the initial scenes establish the living condition of Muiz and 
Dadu (e.g. not performing the daily prayers and avoiding to pay the house rental), 
and how Hamzah (Dadu’s cousin) persuades them to be a good Muslim by being 
close to Allah. Therefore, the search to meet the ‘Ustaz’ (religious teacher) has 
guided them on a morality path. 
 Comic settings, according to Horton and Rapf (2013, p.148) illuminate the 
way in which ‘culture talks about itself to itself.’ The point is that there are various 
ways that people can learn about their socio-cultural condition and crises, including 
through the lens of local comedies as they help in revealing and commenting on the 
prejudices, preoccupations and dreams of the societies that produce them (ibid, p.2). 
As for this film that corresponds to the intersection between religion and comedy, 
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the use of the comic frame allows us to acknowledge its simplicity in delivering the 
didactic message. In the case of Muiz and Dadu, their quest to meet Ustaz Azhar 
Idrus in Ustaz! Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! has significantly brought them to the quest 
for the true way of life. But more importantly, the film has helped to reflect the 
criticism of society and has acknowledged the right values in everyday life, and 
equally reconfirms the male active role in gender representation, even in the comedy 
narrative.  
 
4.5 Conclusion 
The three films that have been discussed in this chapter provide simplicity in 
delivering their main ideas throughout the comedy storytelling. Comedy, according 
to some scholars (for example in King, 2002; Horton, 1991; Morreall, 1999; Horton 
& Rapf, 2013), has the ability to both question and reconfirm prevailing or dominant 
definitions and gives them a potent but also ambiguous ideological potential, 
whether read as a symptom of existing social relationships or as a more active 
component of the politics of representation (King, 2002, p.129). While the two films 
Syurga Cinta and Ngangkung illustrate a man’s quest for fame, fortune and women, 
the film Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! exhibits a direct structure of causal events 
that revolves around the men’s (Muiz and Dadu) quest for morality. These films 
illustrate a straightforward didactic message, which brings closure through a 
classical conversion narrative - from bad and ‘villainous’ characters to positive, 
good ones - and provides a restoration of morality. In Ngangkung, through satirising 
the obsession with gambling/lottery and ngangkung in particular among the Malay-
Muslim, the representation of Islam is vital as the principal resistance toward values 
which are against religious (i.e. Islamic) morality. This finding also parallel to the 
comedy strategy as a potentially subversive and satirical tool, which normally 
supports the poor over the rich while criticising corruption and lechery of the wealth 
(Khoo, 2006b, p.111)  
 The central element of Syurga Cinta, Ngangkung and Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku 
Datang! lies in their incongruity of a representation between the religious (Islamic) 
principle/morality versus the Western and/or trajectories that are against moral 
principles. This conflicting interpretation derives from the direct representation of 
the life quest among the main male characters in the films. Evidently, these films 
CHAPTER 4  125  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
utilise their comical appeal to deliver their didactic messages and mobilise the 
classical transformation narrative; there is a transformation of knowledge, a return 
and a reward at the end of the film (Gillespie, 2006, p.100). All three films also 
affirm the male dominated narrative, as the male character drives the narrative with 
his individual quest for love, life and fortune. On the other hand, the way comedy 
makes the male character seem ‘misguided’, rather than evil, is by depicting their 
struggles in overcoming various difficulties in life i.e. financial struggle that forces 
them to involve in gambling activity, and ignoring the teaching of Islam and 
morality. Narratively, this depiction also sets the comedy and horror apart, that is in 
horror movies, the male character is being punished for his wrongful aspirations, 
whereas in the comedies he is not. While the use of horror enables the film to evoke 
anger and punishment for the wrongdoings of the main protagonists, comedy serves 
as a means of handling the issue occurred and to overcome the ‘horrorness’ in life. 
 The next element lies in the representation of gender. As interesting as 
Iranian cinema’s representations of gender, particularly women, which are closely 
tied to social and cultural changes within Iranian society (Rizi, 2015), the female 
representations in Malaysian films are also strongly connected to the Malaysian 
social and cultural (in particular, religious) context. Both film contexts offer 
‘acknowledgement’ to the greater power of women within the confines of the 
domestic setting (King, 2002, p. 130), which enables the male to discover the 
answer to their quest. The selected films in this chapter seem to follow the plight of 
morality, since the leading character or protagonist is punished for their failure to 
conform to Islamic moral values but is finally able to find their way back. In 
addition, examining the romantic comedy, as in Syurga Cinta, has brought the 
discussion to what Henderson (1978) claims that romantic comedy is, by underlining 
some corpus of the genre that may specify ‘comic about the romance’, or at least 
some of the comedy is concerned with some of the romance or even might refer to 
“those films in which romance and comedy are the primary components…” (p.12). 
On the other hand, female characters function in a passive and supporting role, 
either as object, i.e. symbols of sex and sin as the female characters at the club in 
Syurga Cinta, or in the character of monsters in Ngangkung. Despite these often 
used characteristics, including in comedy, whereby the female is a source of 
repression and oppression (King, 2002, p.129-130), Syuhadah in Syurga Cinta and 
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Suri’s character in Ngangkung represent the bearers of moral values and defy the 
stereotypical and oppressed representations of females in film narratives.  
 The analysis of the narrative structure, particularly in the presentation of the 
causality of the plot (the quest) and the characters (i.e. the Malay-Muslim 
characters) also highlights the way in which the films are Islamic. All three films 
have a strong didactic focus, softened by the comic occurrences, condemning 
behaviours and practices deemed to be immoral, such as the obsession with material 
wealth in the form of gambling/lottery in Ngangkung and Western and affluent 
lifestyle in Syurga Cinta. Similarly, Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! professes 
Islamic values by underlining the Muslim way of life that the two friends (Muiz and 
Dadu) have been ignoring. Importantly, in all three films, the main protagonists are 
men, so they represent ‘conversions’ of Muslim men into a Muslim way of life, 
whereas the role of women is notoriously supportive or absent. In addition, the 
depiction of all-male cast in the film also represents a gendered commentary about 
male and their life changing experience such as the issue of homosexuality and 
power structure, and their journey to become better Muslim men. As Michael (2011, 
p.138) emphasises, laughter can help us understand the social functions and 
subversive capacities that qualify humour as an instrument for subordinate social 
groups to challenge social assumptions and re-imagine social life. Thus, these films 
use comedy, in a distinctly Malay way, to teach the dominant Muslim morality by 
condemning obsession and greed, immodesty, ignorance and Western, secular 
materialism. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
Islamic melodrama: the sufferings, endurance and devotion in Nur 
Kasih the Movie (NKTM), 7 Petala Cinta (7 Folds of Love), and 
Salam Cinta (The Greetings of Love)    
 
5.1 Introduction 
The analysis of film genre has concerned itself with the relationships between the 
film text and the expectations that spectators bring with them to the cinema (i.e. their 
understanding and response) during the course of the viewing process (Neale, 1990). 
Considering genre in films is itself a multi-faceted phenomenon, Neale (2002) 
claims that genre can be approached from various points of view – from the industry 
and its infrastructure, from the aesthetic traditions, from the broader socio-cultural 
environment upon which the film draws and into which they feed, and from the 
perspective of the audience. Following from the discussion of horror and comedy in 
previous chapters, this chapter will discuss the genre of drama, and in particular the 
sub-genres of melodrama and romance. From a Malaysian point of view, this 
chapter will analyse how Islam is represented in this particular genre and also how 
drama incorporates Islamic values within the socio-cultural context in the narrative.  
 The discussion begins by examining drama as a film genre from an industry 
perspective. The ScriptLab, an American film-based website which provides 
reviews and forums on film script and screenwriting, provides an overview of drama 
as “a genre that relies on the emotional and relational development of realistic 
characters, and dramatic themes play a large role in the plot as well (e.g. taken from 
intense, real life issues)” (http://thescriptlab.com). As Balio (2002) argues, drama is 
a term of convenience that is used to encompass a range of production trends in 
contemporary Hollywood. The sub-genres of drama consist of diverse narratives, 
including biography, melodrama, political, romance, historical, the Western, thriller, 
and courtroom (ibid). Drama literally means an action or the play itself. A 
combination of suffering, pathos and a particular form of suspense are among the 
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essential dimensions which create the melodramatic mode. The term ‘mode’ is 
mentioned by several film scholars (e.g. Neale, 2000 and Gledhill, 1987) for its 
wider reach in a narrative, and labels have been coined such as the “family 
melodrama”, “the male and female melodrama”, and the “woman’s film” (Deleyto, 
2011, p.231).  
Significantly, Gledhill (1987) points out that melodrama generate diversity 
of genres and draw other modes into its process of expression (in Hanita, 2011, p.9). 
In the process, melodrama questions some of its old elements and replaces them 
with new ones, which eventually helps not only to shape the contours of the new 
genre but also to reinforce the continuing cultural relevance of specific genres by 
adapting some of their conventions to the new forms (Deleyto, 2011, p.230). In 
essence, it is during narrative development that the film genre deals with familiar 
and recurrent settings, sequences of action and predictable resolution (Turner, 2006), 
which later sets up its thematic conventions. Turner (2006, p.56) adds that there is a 
pleasure in the familiar, in recognising narrative conventions, relishing their 
repetition and restatement, and acknowledging the changes within the narrative. 
Nevertheless, the recurrent setting of themes, particularly in drama, still enables 
narrative variation.  
Film texts provide meeting points in which various genres come into contact 
with one another. This chapter explores Malaysian Islamic melodrama, which 
combines classical features of melodrama whilst interweaving it with cultural and 
religious interpretation of devotion within the Malaysian social context. As filmic 
fictions bring into play real-life assumptions about social and cultural relationships, 
they also illustrate the generic interactions within specific cultural contexts and 
illuminate artistic manifestations of historical phenomenon (Shohat & Stam, 1994; 
Deleyto, 2011). In brief, the melodramas analysed in this study are different from 
the previous genres i.e. Islamic horror and comedy films, as they center on the 
female experience and not about the conversion narrative. Although the film 
highlights the cliché of women’s endurance and suffering, they remain stable by 
keeping their religious belief.  
What follows is not a comprehensive literature review of melodrama; instead 
discussions will focus on the concept of melodrama and female devotion narrative, 
the connection with woman’s film and family melodrama, and how these literatures 
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interlink with the Malaysian film context particularly in relationship to Islamic 
melodrama.  
5.2 The concept of melodrama and female devotion  
Melodrama, like other popular genres, also illuminates the interplay of elements 
from the recognisable, real world and the world that the media has created for us. In 
positioning melodrama as a cinematic mode of expression, Elsaesser (1972, p.69) 
asserts that any discussion of melodrama has to begin by acknowledging its 
antecedents - running from the Greek tragedy, through to the bourgeois sentimental 
novel and Italian opera, to the Victorian stage melodrama – from which directors 
and screenplay writers have borrowed their models. The film industry uses the 
category to denote dramas involving the passions – hence crime melodrama, 
psychological melodrama, family melodrama, and closely related are two further 
categories, the woman’s film and romantic melodrama. Besides, Gledhill’s (2007, 
p.316) argument that melodrama constitutes a ‘mode’ or ‘style’ crossing a range of 
different periods and forms is persuasive. However, this does not evade the problem 
of generic definition, for writers on melodrama have been united in seeking to trace 
in it the convergence of capitalist and patriarchal structures within specific historical 
and cultural circumstances (ibid).  
Questions regarding the significance of melodrama in contemporary Western 
popular culture start with Hollywood and its huge international influence. Initially, 
melodrama meant a romantic and sentimental play that contained songs and music 
deemed appropriate for enhancing the situations presented on stage (Dissanayake, 
1993, p.1). From Western stage performance in the early nineteenth-century to the 
succeeding cinema presentation, melodrama came to be viewed as reconceiving the 
relationship between ‘art’ and ‘popular culture’ (Gledhill, 2007, p.317) and 
subsequently it became associated with mass entertainment. As an expressive form 
of entertainment, the term ‘melodrama’ later came to be used to describe inferior 
works of art, including filmic texts that advocated to an aesthetic of hyperbole, 
emotional intensity, sensationalism and the crude manipulation of the audiences’ 
emotions (Brook, 1976; Dissanayake, 1993). 
Nowell-Smith (1977, p.113) argues that the structure of the genre that came 
to be known as melodrama arose from the conjunction of a formal history (the 
development of tragedy, realism etc.), a set of social determinations, which have to 
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do with the rise of the bourgeoisie, and a set of psychological determinations, which 
take shape around the family. The psychological and social determinations are 
connected because the family whose conflicts the melodrama enacts is the bourgeois 
family (ibid). But a complexity is added to the problem by the fact that melodrama is 
also a particular form of artistic representation. Moreover, this artistic representation 
does not 'reflect' or ‘describe' social and psychological determinations. Rather, it 
signifies them in terms of representing content, or the life of people in society, and 
also represents from a particular point of view (Nowell-Smith, 1977, p.113).    
The playing out of an emotional plot provides a rudimentary structure for 
melodrama and brings to the fore the pleasure of being emotionally touched and 
giving way to tears (as mentioned in Neale, 1986, p.6). As tears create an essential 
component in the narrative, melodrama emerged on the stage as a consequence of 
the development of a new theatrical genre, somewhere midway between tragedy and 
comedy. These remarks, Neale (1986, ibid) adds, refer to a central cultivation of an 
emotive and sentimental moral sensibility in melodrama, its ability to move its 
spectators and, in particular, to make them cry. These terms mark a power over the 
lives of the protagonists through the often-melodramatic events of chance 
happenings. For example Dickens’s classical plot in both Oliver Twist (1837) and 
Tale of Two Cities (1859) revolves around coincidences, missed meetings, sudden 
conversions, last minute rescues and revelation, and deus ex machina endings 
(Neale, 1986; Elsaesser, 1972). 
The narration of melodrama, Bordwell (1985, p.70) adds, is highly 
communicative of the story, which, pertaining to characters’ emotional states, 
typically relies on the interplay of curiosity about the past, and maximises our urge 
to know what will happen next - especially how any given character will react to 
what has happened. In order to communicate the melodramatic and inner states of 
the narration, all the expressive resources of mise-en-scène, i.e. gesture, lighting, 
setting, costume and editing, will work to convey the information (Elsaesser, 1972; 
Bordwell, 1985; Grant, 2007). Considered as an expressive code, melodrama might 
therefore be described as a particular form of dramatic mise-en-scène, characterised 
by the dynamic use of spatial and musical categories, as opposed to intellectual or 
literary ones (Elsaesser, 1972, p. 75). 
The utilisation of mise-en-scène also brings melodrama to its spectacular 
level and broad appeal. From the era of silent film to the latest film productions, the 
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orchestration of visual and sound effects, alongside character movement and 
appearance, amplifies the dramatic statement in the narrative. Sound, whether 
musical or verbal, acts to give the illusion of depth to the moving image and 
establishes dialogue as a scenic element; to create the third dimension of the 
spectacle (Elsaesser, 1972, p.75). Because music almost always accompanies film, 
Cohen (2001, p.250) asserts that the emotional associations generated by music 
attach themselves automatically to the visual focus of attention or the implied topic 
of the narrative. As the role of music in film (or multimedia context) is to make 
inferences from the narrative, as well as to guide the interest of the viewer, Cohen 
(2001, p.258) elaborates the multiple functions of music, which include providing 
continuity between shots, inducing mood as well as communicating meaning and 
furthering the narrative, especially in ambiguous situations.   
Of course, music and its musical magic tend to be prominent in love stories, 
women’s pictures, melodramas and romantic comedies (Neale & Krutnik, 1990; 
Grant, 2007). In such genres, Neale and Krutnik (1990, p.133) argue that women 
and their desires tend to be integral to the fiction rather than constrained by it, and 
are seen as specifically appealing to female audiences. Mulvey (1977/78, cited in 
Gledhill, 2007, p.321) adds that the woman’s film privileges the female as the 
central character and addresses a female audience: melodramas, stories of romance, 
feminised narratives bound up with sexuality or the family. Gender representation 
has been a major source of contestation in the melodrama of the twentieth century 
(Gledhill, 1987). Gledhill (1987, p.37) elaborates that: 
“The figure of woman, which has served so long as a 
powerful and ambivalent patriarchal symbol, is also a 
generator of female discourses drawn from the social realities 
of women’s lives – discourses which negotiate a space within 
and sometimes resist patriarchal domination.” 
 
For the purpose of this discussion of melodrama as a cinematic mode, the points of 
analysis are developed from films that are closely connected to family melodrama 
and the woman’s narrative. 
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5.2.1 The woman’s film and family melodrama 
Genre undergoes changes over time, as each new film and cycle adds to the tradition 
and modifies it (Grant, 2007). Some critics describe these changes as evolution, 
others as development, but both terms carry evaluative connotations (ibid, p.35).  In 
the case of melodrama, the relationship between melodrama and the woman’s film is 
deemed paradoxical, particularly from feminist readings about male fantasy in the 
classic realist/narrative text (Gledhill 1987; Mulvey, 1977/78; Basinger, 1995). 
Since the crux of the classic narrative text produces a contradictory scenario in 
which ‘woman’ is subjected alternately to voyeuristic punishment or fetishistic 
idealisation, feminists argue that female figures in mainstream cinema do not 
represent women, but rather the needs of the patriarchal psyche. Nevertheless, in 
spite of melodrama’s exposure of masculinity’s contradictions and their threat to the 
unity of the patriarchal narrative text, feminists have distinguished the genre by the 
large space it opens for female protagonists, the domestic sphere and socially 
mandated women’s point of view (Gledhill, 1987, p.37). 
From an analysis of the ‘woman’s film’ from the 1930s to the 1950s, 
Basinger (1995, p.18) argues that the ‘woman’s film’ is not all that easy to define. 
Regarded as being contradictive, elusive, hypocritical and even deceptive, these are 
films that tell the truth, but only because they reveal the unhappiness of women, 
which is achieved partly through subversion. Despite the different settings, time 
periods, plots and characters that the ‘woman’s film’ inhabits, Basinger asserts that 
it can be best reflected by the following purposes:  
1) To place women at the centre of the universe (“I am a woman, and I am 
important”, in Now, Voyager - 1942, Irving Rapper); 
2) To reaffirm in the end that a woman’s true job is that of just being a woman, 
a job she can’t very well escape no matter what she does, with the repression 
disguised as ‘love’ (“Love is my true job”), and  
3) To provide a visual liberation of some sort, however small – an escape into a 
purely romantic love, into a sexual awareness, into luxury, or into the 
rejection of a female role that might only come in some forms of questioning 
(“What other choices do I have”) (Basinger, 1995, p. 18)  
 
Since the above purposes are also typical in the Hollywood genre, this film type is 
seen to be at cross-purposes; it conflicts and contradicts itself. Nevertheless, this 
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contradiction is built solidly into the definition of the film genre, and in fact, 
presents a motivating force in every story (ibid).  
The notion of contested meaning suggests a basis for interpreting the 
significance of a film. The reading of melodrama and femininity, therefore, 
addresses a discourse of melodrama and its ideological concerns - mainly a 
contestation of gender, class and, later, race and ethnicity (Gledhill, 1987; Mulvey, 
1977/78; Vicinus, 1981). Equally, Mulvey elaborates on Sirk’s Hollywood 
melodrama (popular in the 1950s), which develops emotional tension through 
contestation in the narrative, mainly concerning the sensitive themes of sexual 
repression, exploitation, and frustration. As Sirk’s Imitation of Life (1959) addresses 
issues of class, race and gender, the plot tension comes from conflict not between 
enemies, but between people tied by blood or love (Mulvey, 1977/78, p.75; Neale, 
2000). In brief, Sirk’s remake of Imitation of Life brings to the fore the story of an 
absent husband and father, but achieves its critique of white values at the cost of 
turning the poor, struggling Lana Turner into a ‘bad mother’ – ironically exposing 
the ideologies of motherhood with a misogynistic edge (Gledhill, 1987, p.12). 
Hence, Mulvey asserts that, “For family life to survive, a compromise has to be 
reached, sexual difference softened, and the male brought to see the value of 
domestic life” (1977/78, p. 76).  
Drawing on the discussion on the Malaysian cinematic context, the selected 
film in this chapter will provide a melodrama that is infused with the teachings of of 
Islam i.e. the characters, values and morality advocate the teachings of religion. 
These films highlight both continuity and change in the genre: while the familial and 
the woman’s narratives are key also to Malaysian melodrama, the genre is given a 
distinct interpretation from the point of view of Malaysian Islam. 
 
5.2.2 Melodrama in Malaysian cinema 
The stories and styles of early Malay films revolve around tales from bangsawan, 
the abundant legends and folk tales, as well as historical incidents in the country 
(Hassan, 2013). The influence of bangsawan (also known from Indian theatrical 
work) was dominant in early Malay cinema, with music, dance performance, and its 
melodramatic mode contributing to the heightened emotion in the film (Van Der 
Heide, 2002, p.82). As a result of the dramatic and emotional effects of bangsawan, 
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the late Dr. Anuar Nur Arai (Malaysian writer and film critic) argued that early 
Malay films had “gestures that were overdone. The films were mostly melodrama. It 
was a cinema of sorrow and tears. The actors simply overflowed the audience with 
their tears” (Hassan, 2013, p. 22).  
Love stories have always been central to Malay films and are featured in 
various genres such as drama, comedy, historical adaptations, as well as the sub-
genres that first emerged in the 1980s (Hanita, 2011). As drama produces a narrated 
or represented content and presents the life of people in society, such representation 
appears in terms of diverse incongruities that need to be resolved in the narrative, 
which revolves around some common and observable themes, including: 1) the 
family’s disapproval towards one relationship (different social class, religion and 
ethnicity; immoral, age difference, marital status), and 2) men and women sacrifice 
themselves (i.e. willing to be separated from one another for love and morality). In 
this depiction of the relationship and domestic affairs, it is observable that 
melodrama, together with the musical and the romantic comedy, are genres that are 
concerned more with social order, coding the conflict within the tribulations of a 
heterosexual relationship (Schatz, 1981; Grant, 2007).  
The general description of melodrama and love stories in Malaysian films 
share similar conventions, which revolve around heterosexual relationships, gender 
and power relations, and their contestation. In examining female representation in 
Malay movies of the 1950s (dubbed the ‘golden era’ of Malay movie), Fuziah 
Kartini and Faridah (2004, p.13) discovered that stereotyped female images 
dominated the silver screen then. Women were portrayed as being at two extreme 
poles: the good-hearted, demure, submissive, domestic and "ever-willing-to-
sacrifice-everything" female; and the evil, scheming, conniving, home-wrecking, 
materialistic woman (ibid, p.13-14). Such characterisations not only add drama to 
the narratives, they also rhetorically propagate the conceptual metaphor of the 
desirable female as "pure, white and innocent "whereas the most undesirable one is 
"defiled, black and sinful" (Fuziah Kartini & Faridah, 2004, p. 14). It is clear that the 
filmic rhetoric here is that a good woman is one who is willing to sacrifice 
everything, including her life, for the benefit of others, such as the man she loves, 
and that she must accept her fate although it means suffering and hardship (ibid). 
According to Norman (2005, p.56), melodrama in the context of Malaysian 
cinema reached its pinnacle in the early 1980s, and all melodramas produced during 
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that period can be identified with the notion of female sentimentality. Thus, it is 
important to recognise that the role of women in many Malay films and dramas prior 
to the 1990s was largely focused on the domestic realm; they were housewives, 
mothers, and obedient daughters (Hanita, 2011; Van der Heide, 2002). Norman 
(2005) then looks in closer detail at the social status of the major male and female 
characters represented in these films, revealing that gender differences are an 
important indicator of access to power. While the males are represented as 
authorities of the family, the females function basically as the labour force within 
the family or without (p.59). In terms of the victimisation of the female protagonist, 
it is useful to reiterates Norman’s (ibid) analysis on the ending scene of Dia Ibuku 
(She’s My Mother, 1981; Yassin Salleh) (as mentioned in section 2.5). The scene 
negotiates the materialisation of Rohani's (the main female protagonist) wish; her 
elder son, Jamal, returns and asks for forgiveness, and Kudin repents and is willing 
to hand down his wealth to Jamal. This emphasises that all the differences are finally 
overcome and that the two families from different socio-economic backgrounds will 
be integrated. In other notable films - including Kabus Tengahari (Midday Mist, 
1982; S.Sudarmaji/Sarimah), Esok Masih Ada (There’s Always Tomorrow, 1980; 
Jins Shamsuddin), and Esok Untuk Siapa (Tomorrow Is For Whom, 1982; Jins 
Shamsuddin) - a similar image of female subjugation appears to be dominant. 
 Despite this depiction of female characters, their presence in classical 
narrative – whether they provoke love, fear, or moments of erotic contemplation - is 
an indispensable element of spectacle (Mulvey, 1975). Either in popular literature or 
cinematic representation, the theme of love illuminates the active role of women, as 
they revolve mainly around male-female relationships and the attendant conflicts, 
romance, tenderness, heartbreak and the like (Ungku Maimunah, 2010). In another 
study on Urdu literary romanticism and Islamic modernity (Ahmed, 2012), the 
subject of love also foregrounded the narrative. In particular, this message of love 
affair is delivered through a poetic approach using the pre-modern Urdu ghazal to 
evoke a metaphoric relationship, which connotes the worshipper’s association with 
God, whilst its descriptive power, semantic affects, and forms of appreciation (as a 
ritualised form of courtly, aristocratic entertainment) lend its erotic content - a 
secular/worldly appreciation and context (Ahmed, 2012, p. 439).  
Similarly, Mohd. Zariat (2012, p.70) proposes an approach to examining the 
presentation of Islam, love and the protagonist within the Indonesian popular novel 
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(and later their adaptation to the big screen). Strategically, the first consideration is 
to evaluate the condition of the main protagonists, including their ‘level of 
religiosity’ depicted in the narrative (e.g. noble personality, knowledgeable, and 
character transformation from bad to good/noble person) and social status. Secondly, 
it is necessary to examine the romantic conflicts between men and women, as 
manifested in emotional and psychological turbulence. The inclusion of these 
conflicts is juxtaposed with that of the devoted Muslim protagonists within the text.  
As the film may appear to be an ‘ideal’ representation of Islam and the love story, 
these strategies are worth mentioning for their combination renders the studied 
narrative as a kind of stage on which tales of romantic turbulence are played out by 
knowledgeable and devoted Muslim characters or by characters who are in a quest 
for ‘love-in-morality’ (Mohd. Zariat, 2012, p.71). 
Three recent films will be analysed in this chapter: Nur Kasih the Movie (dir. 
Kabir Bhatia, 2011), Salam Cinta (Greeting of Love; dir. Azhari Zain, 2012) and 7 
Petala Cinta (7 Folds of Love; dir. Azhari Zain, 2012). In essence, these films are 
far from “radical” in either their philosophical premises or political implications. 
Rather, these contemporary storylines subscribe to the essential code of the genre, 
which revels female endurance and sacrifice in relationships, and - given that these 
are Islamic melodramas – as a process of morality and submission to God. The focus 
of these films represents the structure of a life quest for love and spiritual guidance 
(from a man/woman and from God), and shifts people from antagonistic behaviour 
towards a moral path. Throughout this transformation narrative, the villainous 
element and the helper are depicted through the character or situation that pushes the 
narrative forwards and holds it back at the same time, which as Gillespie (2006) 
points out, creates a dramatic tension (p.100). Nevertheless, this dramatic tension 
leads the film to a happy ending in which the main protagonist exhibits their 
transformation – from a corrupt/bad character to a positive/good persona – once they 
overcome their individual trials and challenges.  
5.3 Nur Kasih the Movie (2011) 
Nur Kasih the Movie, (henceforth NKTM), directed by Kabir Bhatia and released in 
2011, is a story that developed sequentially from the hit television series, Nur Kasih 
(2009; also directed by Kabir Bhatia). The story concerns a woman, Nur Aminah 
(henceforth known as Nur), who has gone through much pain in her life and love, 
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but has been able to survive by keeping her strong faith in Allah. In the prequel part 
of the story (broadcast in the TV series), Nur and Adam are married due to a family 
arrangement. However, Adam does not agree of this so they decided to be separated 
for several years (mainly to continue their studies); in the movie, they are brought 
back together again. NKTM opens with a montage to retell what happened to the 
three main characters - Nur, Adam, and Aidil (Adam’s elder brother) – in the TV 
series. The narrative flows to a scene set in a desert/mountain area; two Arab boys 
are seen playing football in the field and next to them is a railway track that has been 
laid across the desert. As they walk back to their house near the mountain, they hear 
an explosion from the train; they therefore rush to the site to see what is happening.  
The film then dissolves to a flashback scene, indicated by the on screen title: 
‘Six months before’. The scene depicts a meeting between Nur and Adam in a paddy 
field, and they reminisce about their nostalgic memories of when they met for the 
first time. The plot then introduces the character of Aidil, the mother (of Adam and 
Aidil) and Aidil’s two children – Ilyas (boy, 7 years old) and Mariam (girl, 5 years 
old). Disruption occurs when both Adam and Nur experience personal trials, as Nur 
suffers a miscarriage. This painful episode brings them to their spiritual journey to 
Mecca (to perform Umrah or small Hajj) and then to Jordan. However, they are 
involved in an accident during a train excursion in Jordan - the train collides with an 
oil tanker that was stranded on the railway track. This explosion takes the film back 
to the initial scene involving the two Arab boys, the explosion and the crash site. 
Both Nur and Adam survive the incident but Nur lost her wedding ring, which 
brings Adam back to the crash site to search for the ring and there he meets the two 
Arab boys. On his way back to the hotel, he is involved in another accident; the two 
boys rescue him. As Nur realises that Adam has not returned to the hotel, she 
decides to seek help to search for Adam. After days of searching, she finally finds 
Adam; their reunion turns emotional, as Adam has found the ring and puts it back on 
Nur’s finger.  
Soon after they return to Malaysia, Adam is diagnosed with having a severe 
abdominal infection, which almost affects the heart. This is due to the incident in 
Jordan and a previous accident in India (depicted in the TV series). Nur 
continuously supports Adam’s recovery for the sake of their child (as Nur has 
recently found out that she is pregnant again). Due to his health condition, Adam 
chooses to stay with his family (in the village). He survives another heart attack and 
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reunites with the whole family, including his son, Saif. A montage then portrays a 
time-lapse transition for all characters and, when the film returns to live action, we 
see Nur as an elderly woman, who finds her husband has died whilst painting. The 
film ends with an older Aidil (a similar narrator in the early monologue) finishing a 
storytelling session with Nur for the day. Nur is suffering from dementia, hence 
Aidil has been reading Adam’s diary to help Nur recall her past memories of Adam 
(as in Figure 5.1 (a) below), which, in effect, brings a close to the story of their life 
(as told in Adam’s diary). The final shot of the film displays Nur’s emotion for his 
son, Saif: a calm and composed expression from both characters creates an 
emotional closure. 
 
Figure 5.1 (a): A scene of Aidil reading the diary to Nur and her ‘reunion’ with 
Saif. 
S
Shot 
no. 
 
Visual/Description 
 
Sound 
1
1 
 
Aidil (on the right) starts to read 
Adam’s diary to Nur (left). The shot 
setting is in their village. 
Voice-over (VO) of Aidil:  
Adam dapat lihat ketakutan 
dalam mata Nur. Ketakutan 
yang Adam sama yang Adam 
rasakan bila Adam jumpa Nur 
terbujur kaku di padang pasir 
(I can see fear in Nur’s eyes. 
That fear which is similar to 
what I had when I saw Nur 
lying motionless in the desert) 
 
Background music:  
Slow and melancholic 
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2 
 
 
Nur: Abang Aidil, ini Saif  
(Brother Aidil, this is Saif) 
 
Background music:  
Slow and melancholic 
 
Structurally, NKTM begins with an opening montage in which a voice over 
“Masa makin singkat. Masih banyak yang belum kuceritakan. kisah Adam, Nur dan 
Aidil. Kisah cinta, pengorbanan, perpisahan dan perjalanan pulang ke jalan yang 
diredhaiNya” (Trans.: Time is running out. There is a lot to tell. The story of Adam, 
Nur (Aminah) and Aidil; a story about love, sacrifice, separation and a journey to 
return to the Creator). One of the features of melodramas in general, is that they 
concentrate on the point of view of the character, particularly the female 
protagonists (Elsaesser, 1972; Neale, 1986; Grant, 2007), and the above plot 
structure manages to represent the point of view of Nur, the main protagonist. While 
the set of events of her misfortunes, sufferings and challenges enables the film to 
produce the patterns of her dynamic emotion (e.g. sadness, happy/delighted, and 
determined), these sequences also signify her psychological and moral 
consciousness throughout a different cause-effect chain, time and space in the 
narrative. For example, Nur’s dementia not only illustrates the frailty of old age, a 
direct reflection of the utilisation of plot time, but also illuminates the build-up of 
dramatic effects in the representation of Nur’s life-long experiences, sacrifices and 
the spiritual journey. In addition, the initial scene of the film also portrays the close 
family unit of the characters: the relationship between Nur and Adam with their 
extended family members, including the mother of Aidil and Adam. The character 
of the helper, which is depicted through the character of Adam (and supported by 
Aidil), helps to drive the narrative about Nur and generates the dramatic tension, 
too; hence, it is able to deliver familial and domestic affairs from Nur’s point of 
view. 
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5.3.1 Nur Kasih the Movie: staging the suffering, emotion and morality 
Drawing from the film’s particular content and context, NKTM exemplifies 
narrative that is told from a woman’s point of view, as the film is structured around 
Nur’s sufferings and challenges. Her decision to accept an arranged marriage (to 
Adam, as proposed by both families in the TV series) and her promise to remain 
with Adam (through good times and bad) illuminates Nur’s submission and 
endurance which are conveyed through her life-and-spiritual journey. One notable 
scene is during Nur and Adam involve in the train accident in Jordan. After they had 
survived the crash, Nur’s gratification is delayed, as she has to face another trial 
after Adam went missing while attempted to find their wedding ring at the crash site. 
Despite the double dramatic tragedies that Nur has to endure, her determination to 
find a resolution enables Nur to reunite with Adam. The character traits that Nur 
portrayed in the scene articulate that the film acknowledges the sufferings of the 
female protagonist and subsequently celebrates her steadfastness and piousness in 
facing the challenges. In light of achieving the resolution for this particular event, 
the narrative reflects on what Mulvey (1977/78) emphasises, that the impossible 
resolutions and probable defeats may occur for melodramatic characters, particularly 
in the narrative conflict. However, as shown in Figure 5.1 (b) below, the sequence of 
the search for Adam and the final scene between Adam and Nur illustrates a 
gratifying moment when Adam is finally able to put the ring back on Nur’s finger. 
The experiences (e.g. Adam’s initial ‘rejection’ of an arranged marriage, trials, 
challenges, and sufferings) that Nur encounters also mark the cause of events in a 
different time and space, and Nur embodies stability of a traditional character, 
particularly in her strong spiritual submission. Khoo (2006b) argues that this 
traditional, submissive quality exemplifies the role of the Muslim woman who 
observes the essential Islamic code, as a Muslim child to their parents and as a wife.  
The utilisation of the long shot to establish the desert and its vicinity, intercut 
with close-up shots of Nur, who is searching for Adam, provides dramatic effects for 
the scene. The spatial interplays of the desert, the mountains, and its deserted area 
exemplify wilderness (Khatib, 2006) and are a sign of a deprived life. These intercut 
shots manage to establish the anxiety and the deprived emotion that Nur has to 
endure, concerning whether they will be able to locate Adam in this unfamiliar 
space. The trial also revels in the emotions of love and devotion. Nur’s strong 
emotion in dealing with various ordeals renders emotional dependence and her 
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submissive appeal toward fate and destiny (or God’s will). This melodramatic 
appeal also brings to the fore the symbols of family survival, and for the characters 
to achieve this at least by means of the ‘happy end’ (Mulvey, 1977/78, p.76).  
Figure 5.1 (b): Scenes during the search for Adam (in Jordan) 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
The search for Adam begins. Nur and 
policeman at the crash site. 
Background music:  
Slightly fast music to 
indicate the mood of 
searching in the scenes 
2 
 
The search continues. Aidil arrives in Jordan 
to help Nur find Adam. 
 
Aidil: Tak jumpa, Nur, 
walaupun mereka dekat 
dengan tempat keretapi tu 
kemalangan (They didn’t 
see him, Nur, even though 
they were nearby during 
the train crash) 
 
3 
 
With the help from a local people, they begin 
their journey to find Adam. 
Background music: 
The OST of the film, Nur 
Kasih. 
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4 
 
Background music: 
 The OST of the film, Nur 
Kasih. 
 
5 
 
Nur is finally reunited with Adam; Adam 
puts the ring back on Nur’s finger.  
Background music: 
 The OST of the film, Nur 
Kasih. 
 
 
The narrative also affirms traditional Malay-Muslim values within modern 
society. As a popular avenue to represent specific values and qualities, this type of 
drama acknowledges and underlines the moral intent of the female character, Nur, 
and her total participation in all the action. She represents the suffering woman in 
melodrama, but she is also an active agent that moves the narrative. This full 
participation in the action is similar to that in The Firm (1993, dir. Sydney Pollack). 
Although The Firm is regarded as a serious law film, it represents the female 
characters in full participation throughout the narrative, instead of just staying at 
home and writing letters to the front (Neale, 2007).  
Besides this, Elsaesser (1972, p.74) discusses the conception of life, 
especially the spiritual problems of the age in 19th-century England and Europe, and 
the timely themes that the writer repeatedly brings up – guilt, redemption, justice, 
innocence and freedom – are considered powerful to define motivation and moral 
outlook. Similarly, the structure of experience in NKTM, particularly in the events 
of Nur’s sufferings and tribulations, enables the film to represent the association 
between the worshipper and their principal source of morality; in this film, the return 
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to God and Islam. This depiction is in reference to her assertions about the virtue of 
patience and the acceptance of the co-existence of the good/morality and bad/evil 
dichotomy, which according to Thomas (1995) requires the conclusion of ‘moral 
ordering’ rather than narrative resolution (Van Der Heide, 2002, p.163). Good, here 
refers to tradition and resides in family obligations, epitomised by the archetype of 
the Mother (ibid,). In this way, the character of Nur fits Norman’s (2005, p.60) 
argument that melodramas advocate the idea that the release of women from the 
confinement of the home - the private sphere - would create the conditions to alter 
societal power arrangements. She represents the traditional woman valorised solely 
for her submissiveness and actively leads the narrative to achieve the desired 
outcome as the main protagonist. 
Instead of being introspective, the characters also convey their inner selves 
through action, movement, gesture, décor, lighting and editing; the mise-en-scène 
(Elsaesser, 1972; Bordwell, 1985; Grant, 2007, p.11; Hanita, 2011). The stylistic use 
of montage in this film facilitates the attraction to the main characters’ development 
(as shown below in Figure 5.1 (c)), as the montage is utilised to portray a time-lapse 
transition, from their younger period to their current achievements and their success 
stories. In a classical Western film, Bordwell (1985, p.14) adds that the montage’s 
attraction functions as a stimulus for spectatorial response. By joining one piece of 
film with another, this piece of artwork will be able to enhance the perceptual, 
affective and cognitive effect of the film’s ideological conclusion, and they guide 
audiences in making sense of the depicted narrative (ibid). As the montage is rolling 
on-screen, the accompanying music (from the film’s soundtrack) functions as a 
source of emotion, which provides meaning (for the character’s journey) and 
induces mood (Cohen, 2001, p.252-253) in each of the montage shots. 
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Figure 5.1 (c): Characters’ development in a montage sequence. 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Adam reunites with his family. 
 
Background music: 
The OST of the film, 
Bertemu Cinta (Finding 
Love) 
2 
 
Nur is calling Adam; also cues for the 
montage of time-lapse transition. 
 
Nur: Abang…(Dear) 
Background music: 
The OST of the film, 
Bertemu Cinta (Finding 
Love) 
3 
 
 
Narrator (Aidil): 
Perjalanan… (A 
journey…) 
…untuk berjuang (…to 
fight). Bersedekah jariah 
(Giving donation) dan 
menyebarkan ilmu (and 
imparting knowledge)… 
Background music: 
The OST of the film 
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4 
 
Nur and Adam.  
…dan kasih mengasihi 
sehingga ke akhirnya 
(…and to love and be 
loved until the end). 
Background music: 
The OST of the film 
5 
 
Montage ends with this shot of an older Nur 
who is searching for Adam.  
 
Nur: Abang… (Dear…) 
 
(Music ends) 
 
From the golden period of Malay melodrama in the 1980s, which were very 
much concerned with the erosion of traditional values, many films were set in 
environments wherein emerging forces of modernisation appeared to conflict 
directly with traditional ‘Malay’ values (Norman, 2013b, p.3). In Dia Ibuku, this 
conflict is portrayed through the struggles of the single, self-employed mother and 
the dichotomisation of kampung and the city: scenes of kampung (rural area/village), 
rivers and lush paddy fields are juxtaposed with those of Kuala Lumpur as a social 
space characterised by markers of modernity such as tall buildings, cars, and 
motorbikes (Norman, 2013b). There is a similar representation of landscape in 
NKTM, as some of the scenes portray the ‘meeting’ between the city and the rural 
environment. Figure 5.1 (d), below, shows a scene from Kuala Lumpur and Chow 
Kit Road, which represents the contrasting representation of geographical space in 
the film. The depiction of Chow Kit Road, for example, does not only mark a space 
of modernity but also as a site that juxtaposes ‘corrupted’ values with morality; 
particularly in the depiction of social issue that associated with the Chow Kit area, 
such as prostitution, drug addiction, and street children. For example, a sequence of 
prostitution activity (shot 4 – Figure 5.1 (d) below) portrays a scene between a 
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mother-sex worker and her daughter. Despite being a sex worker, the woman is also 
demonstrating her maternal role to her child. Thus, the scene illustrates the 
juxtaposition of the mother versus sex worker in a female character. This 
juxtaposition can also be linked to the women portrayal in the classic Malay movies, 
which typically portrayed in their binary position: demure, innocent and good-
hearted woman against the evil, immoral and sinful female character (Fuziah Kartini 
& Faridah, 2004, p.13-14). 
  
Figure 5.1 (d): The intersection between the village and the city centre (Kuala 
Lumpur). 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
A serene atmosphere in the village. 
 
The swaying leaves being 
blown by the wind. 
2 
 
Intercut shot: the city centre (Kuala 
Lumpur) 
City’s ambient sounds; 
vehicles, sirens 
(ambulance/police 
vehicle). 
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3 
 
‘Port’ for drug addiction. 
City’s ambient sounds; 
vehicles, sirens 
(ambulance/police 
vehicle). 
 
4 
 
 
Sequence of sex work. 
Mak (Mother/the lady): 
Adik tunggu sini tau (Dear, 
please wait here, ok). 
 
Voice-over (V/O) Adam: 
Kamu tidak akan sekali-
kali mencapai kebaktian 
dengan sempurna sebelum 
kamu memberikan 
sebahagian daripada apa 
yang kamu sayangi… 
(You will not achieve a 
perfect devotion until you 
give something that you 
love most…). 
 
Besides, the portrayal of physical setting and landscape provides a space in 
which the drama of the film can unfold (Lukinbeal, 2005, p.4). As such, landscape is 
constantly turned into a space of action. These images of the Kuala Lumpur city 
centre and the rural settings are able to illustrate a representation of space and social 
themes in more metaphorical ways. The utilisation of the high angle shot, 
particularly in establishing the green paddy field in the kampung (village) of Nur 
and Adam, signifies the village as the space of their roots and what it is that defines 
the Malay ethnic; its lush greenery suggests that this is where the Malay culture, 
tradition and values are still thriving (Hassan, 2013, p.116). Furthermore, the image 
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of sky signifies God or spirituality, which indicates that the character has been given 
spiritual guidance or divine blessing (Hassan, 2013, 2009). 
Another essential event is the setting-up of Kelab Remaja dan Kanak-kanak 
(Teenager and Children’s Club – as shown in Figure 5.1 (e) below), which also 
underlines the social theme of the film. The setting up of the shelter can be read as a 
means to condemn the negative and immoral activities that are frequently associated 
with the Chow Kit Road and on the other hand, it aims to save the children from this 
negativity. In one scene from a class, Adam has invited Ustaz Wahid (a religious 
teacher) to explain ‘puasa’ (fasting), since they are in the midst of learning the 5 
pillars of Islam. However, the Ustaz criticises the appearance of the children – the 
girls are not covering their ‘aurat’ (body parts), and are seated together with the 
boys. Adam responds and says that, “Kalau kita baiki yang luar, yang di dalamnya 
tidak, tudung yang dipakai tu dibuang saja Ustaz.” (Trans.: If we only fix their 
outer appearance but not the inside (spiritual need), they will throw away the hijab, 
Ustaz). Still, the Ustaz is sceptical about teaching the children, so he turns down the 
offer. He says, “Encik Adam, matlamat tidak menghalalkan cara. Saya minta maaf 
Encik Adam…Assalamualaikum” (Trans.: Mr. Adam, the end never justifies the 
means. I am sorry…May peace be upon you), and leaves the class. A close-up shot 
of Adam displays his disappointment with the response. Although the image of a 
Ustaz ideally refers to a knowledgeable and devout person, who can be referred to 
particularly in relation to Islamic matters, the character of Ustaz Wahid illustrates a 
conflicting image as a teacher/educator. The scene portrays that Ustaz Wahid is not 
being empathetic towards the children in the shelter as he only worries about their 
physical and outer appearances, rather than demonstrating his role as an educator. 
Moreover, the Ustaz also appears contradict to the moral and empathetic character 
of Nur and Adam. It is significant to acknowledge that the setting up of the shelter is 
not only for social obligation and to serve the community. Instead, the shelter is 
representing a space of hope, love and as a ‘reset mode’ for the children of Chow 
Kit Road to (re)learn their faith and develop an inner self, spiritually and mentally, 
and for them to nurture a purer character and be a better individual.  
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Figure 5.1 (e): Scene from Kelab Remaja Kanak-Kanak (Teenager and Children’s 
Club) 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Adam (foreground) and the teenagers in the 
class. 
Adam:…Dan sesungguhnya 
apa yang kamu dermakan, 
Allahmaha mengetahuinya”  
(…And for what you have 
given (to others), Allah 
knows everything) 
2 
 
Ustaz Wahid (left) and Adam (right). 
Adam: “Kalau kita baiki 
yang luar, yang di 
dalamnya tidak, tudung 
yang dipakai tu dibuang 
saja Ustaz.” (If we only fix 
their outer appearance but 
not their inside (spiritual 
need), they will throw away 
the hijab). 
 
Nur Kasih the Movie may have articulated a particular meaning in the narrative, but 
the film also acknowledges the visual treatment in the setting of its dramatic effects, 
which enables the narrative to enhance the emotional and moral expression of the 
characters, particularly of the main female protagonist, Nur Aminah. While the 
character’s multiple (dramatic) experiences and resolutions are acknowledged revel 
in female suffering and endurance, the female submissive character also represents a 
narrative directed toward traditional religious sense and ends with the rewarding 
experience. 
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5.4 7 Petala Cinta (7 Folds of Love, 2012) 
The film 7 Petala Cinta (7 Folds of Love, directed by Azhari Zain, 2012) tells a 
story about a love affair between three young people, Hamka, Attar, and Saida. The 
film begins with a scene of jubilation in Madrasah Qalbun Al-Salim (Islamic school) 
as they celebrate the engagement between Hamka and Saida (daughter of Abi, the 
Madrasah’s Principal). This opening scene also offers us a performance of 
‘Qasidah’, a popular music that combines lyrics that promote moral behaviour 
through commentary and advice drawn from the Qur’an. As the ceremony proceeds, 
Attar observes the event from afar and says to his two best friends (i.e. Salleh and 
Luqman), “Barangkali Tuhan mahu menemukan aku dengan orang yang lebih baik 
dari puteri Abi. Siapa tahukan?” (Trans.: Maybe God wants me to be with a better 
person (woman). Who knows, right?); these words hint that he has feelings for 
Saida. Disruption occurs when Hamka leaves for Yemen and Saida is in tears at the 
send-off; she is represented as a suffering woman who is separated from the man she 
loves. However, Hilma (Hamka’s sister/Saida’s best friend) later receives a letter 
from Hamka, which states that he will come home, and Saida is pleased to hear the 
news. Both Hilma and Saida decide to prepare a welcoming celebration for Hamka, 
but events turn tragic as Saida and Hilma overhear from the TV the news about a 
bombing incident in Yemen - Hamka is one of the missing persons after the 
explosion.  
One year after the explosion, Attar’s friends, Salleh and Luqman, insist that 
he should reveal his feelings for Saida and talk to Abi (Saida’s father); but Attar 
believes that he is not suitable for Saida. In a monologue, Attar reveals that, “Jika 
mereka mengetahui siapa aku sebenarnya, pasti mereka tidak akan mendekati aku” 
(Trans.: If they know who I really am, they will not be friends with me). The 
monologue cuts to a flashback of Attar, running from the police and finding refuge 
at the Madrasah. Abi discovers him and advises Attar to return to the right path of 
Islam and to seek forgiveness from God. Attar decides to stay in the madrasah and to 
learn to be a better Muslim; he starts to pray and reads the Qur’an again. Cutting 
back to the current time, the next scene shows Attar finally confessing his feelings 
for Saida, and his desire to marry her; Saida agrees and accepts his proposal. As they 
prepare for their wedding, Attar and his friends travel to the nearby town and meet a 
woman named Nida. After they return from town, Attar realises that he has left his 
scarf in the charter van, and returns to Nida’s neighbourhood to search for it. During 
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this meeting, Nida tells her story to Attar; her ex-husband abused her, and she ended 
up being a prostitute to pay for the husband’s debt.  
The narrative flows to its climax when Nida appears at the Madrasah to find 
refuge too. After listening to her story, Abi and Umi (Saida’s parents) feel sympathy 
and allow Nida to stay at the madrasah, but Nida has another ‘plan’; she tricks Attar 
into coming to her room, where Abi (with others) discovers them. Because of the 
incident, Attar is expelled from the school and Saida rejects his proposal; these 
incidents leave Attar in despair. Finally, Nida reveals the true story to Abi and others 
about the incident that night; it was all Nida’s plan to seduce Attar. Feeling regret 
about what has happened, Abi requests that Salleh and Luqman help him in finding 
Attar and bringing him back to the madrasah. Saida’s parents also ask him about the 
wedding proposal, and Saida apologises to him. The film ends with the wedding 
ceremony between Attar and Saida, but during this ceremony, Hamka suddenly 
shows up to everyone’s surprise. Attar feels guilty, so he requests that Hamka marry 
Saida (she also apologises to Hamka for not waiting). The scene dissolves to a close-
up shot of hand gestures during the akad (solemnisation) process and the word 
“Sah” (Trans.: Legal, legitimate) by the Imam (Abi), which illustrates that a 
wedding has been performed, but the identity of the Bride and Groom are not 
shown. Finally, the film concludes by revealing that Saida married Attar, with the 
final scene showing that they gather again to bid farewell to Hamka.  
The film is structured primarily around the character of Saida, the female 
protagonist who is in pursuit of different aspects of love: the dilemmas about 
moving on from her past love (for Hamka), the acceptance of present emotions 
(from Attar), and simultaneously the discovery of love from God. The narrative also 
revolves around Attar, the male protagonist, and his quest for morality, moving from 
being a criminal to a good and positive character. Rather than solely demonstrate 
changes in character, both protagonists’ also represent the juxtaposition of 
‘emotional’ purity in the madrasah and ‘evil’ and dark life force mainly from Attar’s 
(and Nida’s) past. This part of the melodrama signals the revelatory ending (Neale, 
1986); this is apparent in 7 Petala Cinta from the perspective of Saida and Attar, the 
two protagonists who have met through a series of chance happenings and 
coincidences, and been forced into a decision because of circumstance represented 
as the choosen path or destiny. The characters of Abi (Principle of the madrasah; 
Saida’s father), Luqman, Salleh, and Hilma all play the role of ‘helper’ and are 
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closely connected to Saida and Attar’s emotional and spiritual journey. These helper 
roles consistently enlighten the narrative represented through the mercifulness of 
God after trials and tribulations. They also marked deus ex machina endings of 
melodrama, which is represented through the appearance of character, or event that 
helped in resolving conflict and difficulty that had previously seemed impossible to 
resolve. 
 
5.4.1 7 Petala Cinta: the notion of fate, chance, and destiny 
7 Petala Cinta appears to be closely related to the notion of ‘fate, chance, and 
destiny’ in melodrama, as proposed by Neale (1986, p.6). These dimensions, Neale 
adds, speak not only about the conventional forms of social and psychological 
motivation in the narrative but also about the degree to which narration in 
melodrama involves the production of discrepancies between the knowledge and 
point of view of the spectator and the knowledge and points of view of the 
characters, such that the spectator often knows more (ibid).  
 The notion of fate, chance, and destiny in this film evidently begins from the 
point of disruption, when Hilma, Saida and her family receive news about Hamka’s 
disappearance in Yemen (as shown in Figure 5.2 (a) below). This important event –
first causing Saida sorrow and then Attar’s proposal of marriage – illustrates a 
connection between time factor and the order of events in the film. The events that 
deploy the melodramatic impression of fate, chance and destiny are signified 
through the characters of Saida, Attar, and Hamka. In the final scene during the 
marriage blessing, the difference between the point of view of the characters and the 
spectators induces a dramatic question: who did Saida marry, Hamka or Attar? 
These concluding scenes appear to speak not only of love and romanticism, but also 
a significant event that represents a destiny (destiny in Islam is takdir) in relation to 
Saida’s love life. This situation can also be interlinked to the concept of qada’ and 
qadar’ (as discussed in chapter 3), as it is important for all Muslims to accept that 
everything happen is in the knowledge of Allah.  
 The portrayal of reality of life events brings the notion of fate (that is 
symbolised through the event between Hamka and Saida), and a chance for Saida to 
be in a relationship again, which leads to a destiny - symbolises with the marriage of 
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Saida and Attar. Hamka’s last words to Attar sum up the message of the film of love 
as one of the greatest gifts from God, when he says that, “Di antara 7 petala bumi 
dan 7 petala langit, ada 7 petala cinta. Tiada yang lebih baik daripada pilihan 
Tuhan. Kebaikan bukan pada jalan yang terpilih, tetapi pada jalan yang engkau 
pilih.” (Trans.: In between the seven folds of the sky and the seven folds of earth, 
there are seven folds of love. There is no better choice than the choice from God. 
Righteousness is not in the chosen path, but in the right path that you choose). 
  
Figure 5.2 (a): The disruption – discovering Hamka is missing. 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
From left: Attar, Saida, and Hilma while 
watching the news about Hamka. 
Sounds of zikr/zikir, 
Laillahailallah 
(repeatedly) (No God 
except Allah). 
 
 
2 
Saida is in tears (powerless) after watching 
the news about Hamka in Yemen. 
A crying sound (from 
Saida). 
 
A high-pitched zikir of 
Allahuakbar (Allah is 
great) is voiced repeatedly. 
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3 
Umi (Saida’s mother) is comforting Saida.  
Melancholic music. 
4 
To heal her sadness, Saida devotes most of 
her time to reciting the Quran.  
The recitation of the Quran 
(by Saida) 
 
Even though the narrative is driven by Saida’s pursuit of different aspects of love, 
this ending scene appears to blur the boundaries of melodrama and women’s fiction. 
It represents what Gledhill (1987, p.10-13) terms the struggle over the construction 
and meaning of the domestic, of personal life, and the place of men and women in 
this. In turn, this particular event echoes the family narrative, particularly in acting 
out an adjustment of balance in the male ego (Mulvey, 1977/78, p.76); this is mainly 
seen in the character of Attar and equally connects to the moral visions of fate and 
destiny. The representation of fate, chance and destiny in the narrative illustrates the 
position of Islam and morality within the Malay-Muslim context. As this 
representation may insinuate didactic implication, it is significant to acknowledge 
that the notion of power over the lives of the characters is closely connected to the 
degree of faith in the teachings of Islam. For example, trials and tribulations that 
occur to the main female protagonist (Saida), and the healing phase that Saida 
engages to does not only illuminate the melodramatic effect of tears and the 
‘powerless’. As Neale (1986) asserts that the delayed gratification in the narrative 
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may likely to cause tears for the characters and the viewers, “…because the 
powerlessness of our position will be intensified, whatever the outcome of events, 
'happy' or 'sad', too late or just in time” (ibid, p.12), this power element leads to a 
closure of the narrative. In particular, this closure portrays the dependent attribute of 
the film, specifically the concept of religious sentiment and submission to the 
‘power’ owner (the Divine power).  
The film also uses melodramatic plots to reflect the relation of melodrama to 
moral vision. In the scene during the search for Attar’s scarf, which leads Attar to 
Nida’s neighbourhood (Figure 5.2 (b) below), Nida tells Attar about her sad story of 
being abused by her ex-husband, and that she had to work as a prostitute to pay for 
her husband’s debt. The scene establishes Nida as being in an emotional state, which 
evokes a sense of sadness, anger and disgust with her life experience. Brasch (2015, 
p.290) argues that this emotionality enables direct physical responses from the 
character, such as muscle tension, accelerated heartbeats, or in this particular scene, 
tears. Moreover, emotions are crucial to a film’s narrative and causality, because 
they create sympathy or antipathy for a character and result in anticipation, 
suspense, or curiosity (ibid, p.290).  
The emotional ambiance in the scene also mediates the interplay with space. 
Nida’s neighbourhood, which is set in the town/city area, is represented as a 
‘corrupted’ space that is commonly linked to immoral activities (e.g. the red light 
district and sex work). Thus, the place emerges as a symbolic marker of a ‘confined’ 
world for Nida, which in turns allows for an integration of emotional engagement of 
both being repressed and finding a moral vision - to find an exit from this restricted 
universe. On the other hand, this symbolism of space and emotion illuminates the 
way tensions occur in the family (Mulvey, 1977/78); in this case, Nida’s experience 
with her abusive ex-husband, who leaves Nida tortured (physically and emotionally) 
and trapped in this confined and corrupted space. 
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Figure 5.2 (b): Sequences of meeting (space) between Attar and Nida 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Attar arrives at Nida’s neighbourhood.  
Ambient sounds of 
town – vehicles, people. 
2 
 
Nida has just ‘finished’ her job; Attar saw her. 
Nida: Nanti I jumpa 
you lagi ok? (I will see 
you again later, ok?) 
3 
 
Attar takes off his songkok (traditional Malay-
Muslim cap) and follows Nida to her room (to 
get the scarf).  
 Ambient sounds of 
town – vehicles, people. 
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4 
 
Attar (background) feels sympathy for Nida 
(foreground) but advises her to keep looking 
for God if she wishes to become a better 
person.  
Attar: 
Sedangkan permintaan 
iblis yang paling ingkar 
pun Allah makbulkan, 
apatah lagi kita hamba 
yang serba kekurangan 
ni (Even God fulfils the 
request from the default 
demon, what more if 
the request is from us, 
His humble slaves) 
 
Nida’s side of story also represents the melodramatic rhetoric that a good woman is 
one who is willing to sacrifice everything, including her life, for the benefit of others 
(Fuziah Kartini & Faridah, 2004, p.17). In the case of Nida, the desperation that she 
has to live in a dark life also highlights the melodramatic trope of accepting her fate 
although it means suffering and hardship, giving the fact that she sacrifices herself 
for the man she used to love (i.e. ex-husband). As a result, Nida appears as the ‘evil’ 
and dark character (i.e. the sex worker) in the narrative as opposed to the ‘pure’ and 
white character of Saida; although both women represent the suffering and 
repression because of love. 
Besides the emotional engagement, the comical character of Luqman and 
Salleh also establishes the association between comedy and melodrama. Neale and 
Krutnik (1990, p.23,133) discuss this generic link, which originated from the 
Western high bourgeois theatre in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
This theatrical presentation aimed to feature characters of a lower rank and status 
than those appropriate to tragedy, and linked them to the domestic settings, romance 
plot, and happy endings of comedy. In light of the character of Luqman and Salleh 
(as in Figure 5.2 (c)), as they are always portrayed as Attar’s best friends or 
‘sidekicks’, both male characters help to encourage the audience to empathise with 
the protagonists (i.e. Attar), to identify with their plights and dilemmas, to feel sorry 
for them, and to weep on their behalf, happy ending or not, rather than to laugh at 
them (Neale & Krutnik, 1990, p.14). Both Luqman and Salleh may appear to 
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contradict the narrative characteristics in general, but it is at the times of this 
contradiction that they demonstrate the heterogeneity of the forms and conventions 
which comedy can involve, i.e. the criterion of a happy ending or the criterion of 
laughter (Neale & Krutnik, 1990, p.15). For both characters, they illuminate the 
criterion of laughter in this melodramatic convention.   
 
Figure 5.2 (c): The appearance of the ‘sidekick’ characters, Luqman and Salleh 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
From left: Luqman, Attar, and Salleh 
during the engagement of Saida and 
Hamka. 
Music of Qasidah and 
ambient sounds 
2 
 
Luqman and Salleh joke with Attar about 
Saida. 
Luqman: Tengok tu, Saida 
tinggalkan Quran. Petanda 
tu… 
(See that, Saida purposely 
left the Quran. Can’t you 
see that?) 
Salleh: Haa…nampak tak? 
Nampak tak? (See that?) 
(They laugh) 
 
The utilisation of the sound of zikr/zikir in the film also underlines the 
Islamic reference in the narrative. As Beeman (1988, p.8) and Cohen (2001, p.249-
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250) suggest, music and sound effects make inferences regarding the narrative as 
well as guiding the interests of the viewer. Zikr or zikrullah literally means 
remembering Allah (any acts done through words/utterances, physical actions or 
discreetly in the heart for the remembrance of Allah) (Department of Islamic 
Development Malaysia, 2008). The accompanied zikr utterance in the scene after 
Saida receives the news about Hamka’s disappearance signifies the glory of God 
(Allah) and its connotation with someone’s fate and destiny. In this notable scene, 
which also functions as a turning point in the film, the audio-visual effect between 
Saida’s tearful act and the utterance of zikr is equally significant to reflect the 
restoration of character’s sense of submission towards her fate and destiny.  
In addition to the mise-en-scène in 7 Petala Cinta is Saida’s wearing of veil, 
which offers a unique aspect of the film. Since costume serves as part of the 
dramatic resources, the visual image of Saida, who is fully covered and wearing 
niqab most of the time (in Malay the niqab is called purdah, referring to a cloth that 
covers the face, except for the eyes – an example is given in Figure 5.6), gives a 
unique comment on the liberation and freedom of Muslim women. In a broader 
spectrum, the readings about tudung (literally, the hijab/veil), and in this particular 
film, the niqab, could extend across social, cultural and even political affirmation. 
For example, Alicia (2015) argues that the veil in Indonesian films functions as a 
narrative device to convey spiritual fortitude, difference, and food for thought for the 
Indonesian-ness of Islam (ibid, p.397). While the principle of the veil/hijab is 
fundamentally a religious calling for Muslim women to cover the aurah 
(physical/body figure), thereby symbolising human dignity, the wearing of niqab (or 
purdah) is seen as an extension of the hijab and is based on individual preference in 
the Malaysian context (Mohd. Asri, 2007). Along similar principle to the wearing of 
veil/hijab, Saida’s image of wearing niqab in this film also represents her devotion 
to a religious calling and spiritual fortitude. Besides, it can be read that Saida’s 
distinctive appearance represents a more devoted character, as she is also a daughter 
of the madrasah’s principal. 
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5.5 Salam Cinta (The Greetings of Love, 2012) 
Salam Cinta (The Greetings of Love by Azhari Zain, released in November 2012) is 
centred upon the character of Amirul, a young popular actor who used to play the 
stereotypical role of Casanova or playboy in his acting career. In his personal life, he 
is also shown to be a playboy, enjoying a hedonistic lifestyle. The narrative starts 
when Amirul receives an offer to act as the lead role in a new film as an Ustaz 
(religious teacher). While his manager insists that he should accept the offer because 
of the high payment, Amirul is still uncertain, as he is worried about how he is going 
to perform prayers and recite the Qur’an in the film. After some deliberation and 
‘exaggeration’ by the manager (named Shuib) about how good Amirul is – he was 
once a winner of a Qur’anic recitation contest and is a good motivator for young 
children - Amirul finally signs the production contract and agrees to accept the role. 
Accepting the main role requires Amirul to start researching about how to 
become a Ustaz, i.e. the way they present themselves physically and their 
mental/spiritual strength. This challenge brings Amirul and Shuib to Abang Man 
(Brother Man or Ustaz Haji Rahman, owner and teacher of a madrasah) and the 
madrasah where Abang Man and his family reside; they also provide Islamic classes 
for the local children. During his stay in the madrasah, Amirul begins to experience 
personal changes; he meets Laila, the daughter of Abang Man, he learns/practices 
(again) the fundamentals of being a Malay Muslim including praying, reciting the 
Qur’an and its translation, and starts being vigilant with regards to the relationship 
between a man and a woman which is not mahram (lawful relationship in Islam), all 
this being in contrast to the behaviour of his former self.  
These changes also indicate a disruption in the narrative, as the character of 
Amirul is gradually transformed, from a playboy actor, into a well-mannered 
character, which prompts his decision to end his acting career. Moreover, his 
meeting with Laila marks another significant event in the film for Amirul; he likes 
her as she portrays an ideal Muslim woman. She is represented as an educated 
person (a final year student in Islamic Law at Cairo University), a well-mannered 
and devout woman, and also plays an active role as a teacher/helper in the madrasah. 
Laila’s character stands in contrast with Nadia (Amirul’s outgoing-model girlfriend), 
who learns about the relationship between Laila and Amirul. She thus decides to 
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trick Laila, by utilising her connection with some tabloid journalists, so that the 
public will come to know of their relationship.   
Laila is distressed with the incident, and decides to go back to Cairo. While 
both of them try to seek answers from God about their future together, Laila 
suddenly witnesses a vision of her and Amirul with their children. Because this 
happens when she is about to leave the mosque after her night prayer, the ‘vision’ is 
taken to signify the answer from God that she has been waiting for, about her future 
together with Amirul. The film ends when Amirul meets Laila near the hillside in 
the village; he reveals the real story about himself, that he has ended his relationship 
with Nadia, and has been researching how to act the role of a Ustaz. He 
simultaneously proposes to Laila. Laila accepts his proposal and declares that she is 
happy with the new ‘Ustaz Amirul’.  
While both the plot of Nur Kasih The Movie and 7 Petala Cinta centre on the 
female protagonists and their quest, the plot structure of Salam Cinta instead 
portrays the main male protagonist and his conversion narrative. Similar to horror 
and comedy films, this film sets a male as its main character, in contrast to the 
predominant women’s narrative we see with conventional melodrama. As this 
feature brings back the classical convention of male active/masculine structures, the 
central heroic feeling for Amirul leads him close to what Freud describes as ‘the 
male fantasy of ambition’, reflecting something of the experience and expectation of 
dominance (that is the active character) (Mulvey, 1975, p.20). It all begins with 
Amirul’s personal quest, which is to learn about the role of a Ustaz and to make his 
fortune out of this character. He is portrayed as having doubts during the earlier part 
of the film, but the meeting with Abang Man turns the narrative around, with the 
character of Abang Man functioning as a ‘helper’ to guide Amirul towards achieving 
his aim. Throughout the film, the narrative establishes a transformation of 
knowledge and character, and finally a return and a reward for the protagonist. 
Amirul encounters trials and challenges, which then take him to another way of 
living and he is thus able to acquire the knowledge and manners of an Ustaz. 
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5.5.1 Salam Cinta: morality and blessings in disguise 
The opening credits of the film directly lead viewers to the label/categorisation of 
the film as an ‘Islamic romance’. Colloquially, the word ‘salam’ also means ‘hello’ 
(Mattu & Maznavi, 2014, p.viii). But Yazdi (2004) briefly explains that the word 
‘Islam’ is derived from the Arabic root words of Silm and Salam, which mean peace, 
purity, submission and obedience (ibid, p.135); hence, ‘assalamualaikum’ means 
‘peace be upon you’. Thus, it is vital to understand that the term is not merely used 
as a form of greeting, it also symbolises a testament of peacefulness and morality. 
And in this particular film, Salam Cinta can be read to deliver a message of a road 
for human beings to find peacefulness in love and morality which leads to spiritual 
blessings (from God). In light of the narrative of Salam Cinta, the flow of the plot 
structure appears as a linear and direct cause-effect chronology: the main male 
protagonist (Amirul) is assigned the role of Ustaz, and so he begins to research this 
role – the way he should dress and present himself (physically and 
spiritually/mentally). By using method acting as a narrative device, the film 
amplifies Amirul’s character development, and subsequently brings about the 
conversion narrative at the end of the film.  
Method acting is a system of acting which is commonly associated with 
actors learning to use their imagination, senses, and emotions to conceive of 
characters with unique and original behaviour, creating performances grounded in 
the human truth of the moment (Lee Strasberg Theatre and Film Institute (LSTFI), 
2015). This type of acting, which originated from the Russian actor and theatrical 
director, Konstantin Stanislavsky, and was further developed by Lee Strasberg (an 
American actor and director), is believed to allow actors to begin their work by 
discovering the inner, emotional and psychological life of a real character (Verducci, 
2000, p.89). Hence, the external embodiment, which is the character’s physical life, 
will naturally follow. As a result, method acting responds to the (re)experience of 
life by the actor within the narrative as if it were true and happening now (Verducci, 
2000; LSTFI, 2015).  
As Amirul gradually learns the inner sense of being an Ustaz, the film 
signifies his transformation: an insight of the internal and external embodiment of 
chance happenings and sudden changes in a quest for morality. This is displayed 
through comparison, between the shots in Figure 5.3 (a) below, after Amirul and his 
CHAPTER 5  163  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
manager, Shuib, have signed a contract to accept the role offered (shot no.1) and in 
shots no. 3 and 4, after Amirul has enrolled and started a class with Abang Man in 
the madrasah. Stylistically, the shot composition between these sequences also 
represents image transformations in the character of Amirul. A close-up of Amirul 
(in the foreground) from a low angle composition, wearing a white shirt, symbolises 
a calmer reflection on his internal and external transformation. As the use of an 
emotional plot develops the fundamental structure of melodrama, Amirul’s 
transformation journey also represents Islam as fundamentally transforming aspects 
of people’s lives; the call for morality, which appeals to transforming people’s pre-
Islamic cultural practices and beliefs, and also represented as bringing changes in 
the sphere of Islamic knowledge (Shamsul, 2005, p.167). This transformation 
illuminates the embedded moral values in confronting the invasion of a ‘corrupt’ 
influence, particularly that of western imperialism. The portrayal of the ‘former’ 
Amirul and his decadent lifestyle (in the initial scenes) alluded to the secular and 
materialistic lifestyle that he enjoyed, which juxtaposes his current ‘moral image’. 
 
Figure 5.3 (a): The disruption sequence – Amirul and his ‘transformation’ 
experience 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Amirul (left) and his girlfriend, Nadia 
(right) at the nightclub. 
Ambient sounds of night 
club – loud music, people 
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2 
 
On the next day, Amirul (left) and his 
manager (Shuib – right) meet a film 
producer (Tuan Haji).  
 
Producer (Tuan Haji): 
Dah baca skrip ni dah? 
(Lit.: Have your read the 
script) 
Shuib (The Manager): 
Dah Tuan Haji. Mana 
kontraknya? boleh sign 
sekarang (He has, Tuan 
Haji. Where is the contract? 
We can sign it now) 
 
3 
 
Amirul is anxious after being told that he 
needs to recite the Quran in the movie (a 
scene from their first meeting with the 
film producer to accept the role of Ustaz). 
 
Producer: Ini watak Ustaz, 
maknanya Amirul kena baca 
Al-Quran (This is the 
character of Ustaz/religious 
teacher, so you need to 
recite the Quran) 
4 
 
Amirul (left) and Abang Man (right) at 
the madrasah. 
Background music:  
A slow wind instrument 
(flute); creates a calm, 
romantic scene. 
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5 
 
Amirul expresses his gratefulness for the 
changes he has experienced, and Abang 
Man is pleased with Amirul’s 
transformation. 
Abang Man: Amirul dah 
jumpa apa yang Amirul cari 
selama ini? (Have you 
found what you are looking 
for all this time?) 
Amirul: Alhamdulillah 
Abg. Man, saya rasa lagi 
tenang. Lebih-lebih lagi bila 
solat, saya rasa dekat 
sangat dengan Allah (I am 
grateful, I feel calmer now. 
Especially when I pray, I 
feel much nearer to God)  
 
The shot sequence in Figure 5.3 (a) above (between shot 2 and 3-4) also 
illustrates the composition and mise-en-scène that communicates Mulvey’s 
(1977/78, p.84) central point of orientation for the spectator to read the dramatic 
situation - in this case, the protagonist’s self-transformation. The shot sequence 
establishes the main character’s (Amirul’s) contradiction with a decadent and 
western hedonistic lifestyle. At this point, he signifies the purer characterisation of a 
positive male role that discovers love and spiritual devotion. In this intersection 
between the social and psychic conditions of Amirul, it is reasonable to 
acknowledge that the figuration of patriarchal authority plays a central role in the 
individual character. Rodowick (1982, p.268-272) explains that this authority will 
formulate the conflict of individual identity, internally, which then brings the 
narrative to the point where the characters accept or fail to conform to the 
expectations of their social relations. In addition, the character of Shuib (Amirul’s 
manager), who functions as a ‘helper’, induces both the emotional and comical 
support for Amirul’s transformation. Although they both began the quest for 
materialistic benefits, in the end, Shuib also shares a similar moral journey and 
transformation. 
The common association of melodrama as a genre that conforms to 
bourgeois ideology can also be linked to the moral vision of the narrative. In a 
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classical narrative, the bourgeois family’s struggle to preserve the honour of the 
daughter from despotic and unprincipled aristocrats marked a contest over the space 
for private conscience and individual rights (Elsaesser, 1972; Gledhill, 2007). As for 
this romantic film, the intersecting ‘space’ between bourgeois ideology and its moral 
vision is also illuminated through the spiritual and love journey of the main 
characters, Amirul and Laila. Amirul’s initial struggle to learn about becoming a 
Ustaz, which is caused by his ‘corrupt’ lifestyle has, in turn, become a blessing that 
directs him on a spiritual journey. On the other hand, the family institution 
represented by Laila’s family signifies the point of reference that advocates morality 
and preserving the honour of family members and Malay-Muslim traditions. In 
addition, this journey of love and spirituality represents the struggles of 
individualism in the family institution; an institution which Rodowick (1982) argues 
may be enlarged to metaphorically describe the social values and norms of society. 
Nevertheless, it is closely connected to what Elsaesser (1972, p.72) and Gledhill 
(2007) have elaborated, in that the motifs of melodrama provide a means of 
delineating social crises in concretely personalised and emotional terms.  
Since early Malay film was greatly influenced by the Indian/Hindi 
storytelling, it is observable that the narrative structure of Salam Cinta also employs 
the melodramatic mode of the Hindis. Thomas (1995), in her discussion about Hindi 
melodrama, also argues about the acceptance of the co-existence of the good and 
evil dichotomy, which requires a conclusion of ‘moral ordering’ rather than 
narrative resolution (Van Der Heide, 2002, p.163). By accepting the role of Ustaz, 
the male protagonist does not realise that the role serves as a blessing for him to be 
involved in a journey towards faith. And through this journey of faith, the male 
protagonist is able to understand the true meaning of love and sincerity between 
humans and ultimately, to find love for God. As Ahmed (2012, p.439) points out, 
the theme of love was often described according to a set of romantic and erotic 
conventions that simultaneously carried an ideal notion of the divine union informed 
by the Islamic mystical tradition. This thematic form could also sum up Amirul’s 
journey towards faith; thus in short, Amirul found love after he found God in his 
heart. The conflict resolution also demonstrates a vision of social integration as the 
individual characterisation and the narrative functions are determined by their 
relationship with the community and its value structure. Schatz (1981, p.569) argues 
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that this kind of character represents physical embodiment of an attitude, a style, a 
worldview of a predetermined cultural outlook. 
Figure 5.3 (b): The interplay between space and Amirul’s transformation 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Amirul expresses his feelings for Laila, and 
she accepts him (Amirul seems surprised but 
relieved) 
Laila: InsyaAllah, kalau 
ada jodoh tak ke mana 
(God willing, if we are 
meant to be, then we will 
be together). 
Background music:  
A slow wind instrument 
(flute); creates a calm, 
romantic scene. 
2 
 
The final and happy ending scene for 
Amirul and Laila (setting at the hillside). 
Amirul: Laila, Saya 
terima segala kekurang 
awak kerana Allah (Laila, 
I accept you and your 
flaws for the sake of 
Allah) 
Laila: Alhamdulillah. 
Awak cakap pun dah 
macam Ustaz. Semua 
orang pun suka perubahan 
awak (All praises to Allah. 
You sound like a Ustaz 
now. Everyone is happy 
with your change). 
 
As appears in the above shot sequence (Figure 5.3 (b)), the interplay of space 
contributes a significant representation in the film. From an aesthetic point of view, 
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the mise-en-scène in Salam Cinta is parallel to the previous two films, conveying the 
familiar pattern of slow/melancholy music and the tracking shot composition within 
the contrary rural and urban settings. Similar to Nur Kasih the Movie, the utilisation 
of high angle and long shots to establish the hills and villages signifies the space of 
their roots and it is what defines the Malay ethnic. Moreover, with the emphasis on 
the visual, the spectacular and male control of the stage, this metaphor emphasises 
landscape and cinema as a cultural production, a space that is mediated by power 
relations (Lukinbeal, 2005, p.4). By power relations, Khoo (2008) underlines the 
association between class and ethnicity as indelible markers of the physical, or 
sociocultural and political space in Malaysia. Nevertheless, these markers are among 
the legacies of British colonial policies and are the stereotypical associations of race 
and place in Malaysia: i.e. Chinese/urban areas, Tamil/ rubber plantations and 
Malay/rural kampung (ibid, p.36). The rural landscape also expresses romance 
pictorially, which equally contributes to the melodramatic effects in the filmic 
narrative; just like the scene painting expression (Booth, 1990, p.5).     
 
5.6 Conclusion 
Melodrama is best understood as a combination of archetypal, mythic beliefs and 
time-specific responses to particular cultural and historical conditions (Vicinus, 
1981). This combination, then, is represented through the engagement of pathos and 
the emotional moments of the main protagonist, which also fits the gendered model 
of the melodrama defined by Buckland (as cited in Norman, 2005, p. 57): 
“The genre of the film melodrama is frequently defined as a 
woman’s genre, because it represents the questions, problems, 
anxieties, difficulties and worries of women living in a male-
dominated, or patriarchal, society. The first and most prevalent 
property, or common attribute, of melodrama is that it is 
dominated by an active female character.” 
 
A close reading of the three films has shed some light on how the discourse 
of the socio-cultural and the political correlate with the film’s representation of 
Islam. Embedded in the structure of the narrative, Islam is represented in both direct 
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and metaphorical ways. In 7 Petala Cinta and Salam Cinta, it is directly evident that 
a life transformation has occurred; the male protagonist has changed from a corrupt 
and mischievous man to a virtuous and devout individual (a depiction of the ‘black 
and white’ character). The way in which the Islamic melodrama shapes the plot 
structure of these films is by highlighting the events of life in a linear way, through a 
conversion narrative involving the male protagonists, although the female 
protagonists are equally significant in the narrative process. As for Nur Kasih the 
Movie, the quest for love revolves around the suffering and endurance of female 
protagonist, Nur Aminah, and together with her husband, Adam, they seek 
happiness for their family. This family unit, as much as it is a site of struggle, also 
fits in with the gendered narrative, with the emphasis on an active role for the female 
protagonist within the patriarchal structure. However, Salam Cinta proposes another 
unique feature, as the film emphasises on Amirul, the male protagonist that 
experienced the sufferings and quest for transformations instead of female lead. This 
portrayal of the main male character also contested the classic conventions of 
women and family narrative.  
Similar to the previous account of horror and comedy, the way in which the 
Malaysian Islamic melodrama shape the structure of the films are by focusing on 
gender roles and its relation to Islam. The debates on gender roles and relations in 
the three narratives are reasonably prominent. However, the vision of gender in 
these melodramas emphasises an equally active role between the male and female 
protagonists, thus highlighting the significant plot structure of the family and the 
woman’s film (Elsaesser, 1972; Gledhill, 1987; 2007; Mulvey, 1977/78; Basinger, 
1995; Khoo, 2006a, 2006b; Hanita, 2011; Hassan, 2013). Narratively, all the lead 
female characters abide by the customs and know of, or want to learn about, Malay 
beliefs and how to act accordingly when in that environment (as discussed by Khoo, 
2006b, p.5). The films’ female protagonists continuously represent the role of moral 
bearer that appeal to the return to the path of Malay-Muslimness, by juxtaposing the 
good and ‘pure’ characters to the ‘evil’ and dark character. Both the male and the 
female of the Malay-Muslims are portrayed to be involved in negative activities (e.g. 
drug abuse, street children, and sex worker); hence, this illuminates the portrayal of 
one ethnic group – the Malay-Muslim community – in all three films.  
The way in which these films illustrate a gendered statement related to 
women is by associating them with immoral activity/occupations (such as sex 
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worker), and equally they represent the straight path of morality (i.e. a mother). This 
juxtaposition of representing women in melodrama articulates a social judgment 
towards the role of women in the society. Women as a mother represent the center of 
morality and as a source of stability within the familial system. On the contrary, the 
depiction of women as a sex worker in the films (e.g. in Nur Kasih the Movie, 7 
Petala Cinta) illuminates an abject female subjectivity that provides contrast to the 
mother character. The sex workers represent the fallen figure that either being 
victimised by or being rebellious towards the internal or domestic suffering, and 
ironically, they are morally condemned. From this contrasting female character of 
mother/sex worker, it can be deemed that melodrama recognises the problems of 
women, addressing their desire to have things in life, but also reinforces their 
position in the society (as emphasised in Gledhill, 2007). Hence, these films 
demonstrate the idea of the female gender in an Islamic context is a contested space 
within this genre of film.  
As women are strongly featured in the media, particularly in the proliferation 
of women’s magazines aimed at the middle-class market, and in advertisements, 
Stivens (1998, p.93) also argues that women are deployed as metaphors for often-
conflicting aspects of modernity in popular, religious and official discourse. These 
films affirm the institutional power of the family, which includes parents, the 
relationship between husband and wife, as well as the extended members in an 
institution such as the madrasah or shelter home. Besides merely symbolising 
patriarchal domination, this institutional image also functions as a mechanism that 
represents the education of the character(s) and their achievement in life (Khoo, 
2006b, p.86), and as a symbol of hope for some individuals. Along similar line, they 
juxtapose the role of the educated woman and her empathy for the less privileged 
individuals. 
The melodramas are different from the Islamic horror and comedy films in 
that they foreground the female experience, as in these other genres it's all about the 
conversion of a male protagonist. The female protagonist films are not about 
conversion, but the women are stable – they endure hardships and keep their faith. 
These tropes cast women as strong and also highlight the hard aspects of their lives, 
such as men leaving them for years as they do not love them and having to take care 
of their families. This is the 'feminist' aspect of melodramas but articulated in a 
Malaysian Islamic context, where women are usually not shown as strong and 
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leading their families (practically). However, at the same time the Islamic 
melodramas repeat the conflict of melodramas in general, that they acknowledge 
women's hardships and their endurance but they are not radical and call for any 
transformations. Hence, the Islamic melodramas glorify women's endurance and 
keeping faith rather than call for change in society to improve women's subjugated 
position. They also repeat stale tropes that portray mothers against whores - in their 
depiction of sex work. Therefore, by the end of the day, they foreground and 
acknowledge women's strength but also confirm the status quo in the Islamic 
understanding of women's position as having to be the moral bearers of family i.e. 
be mothers and never in rebellious manners. Besides the emphasis on gender and its 
power relations, these contemporary melodramas also articulate the contextual 
interpretation of love and devotion as a testament of peacefulness and morality.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 
Embracing and troubling Islam in Sepet (Slit Eyes), Gubra (Anxiety) 
Muallaf (The Convert), and Talentime (Talent Show) 
 
6.1 Introduction 
This final analytical chapter will examine films which are regarded as exhibiting 
different representations of race and religion within the multicultural setting in 
Malaysia: the film Sepet (Slit Eyes, 2004), Gubra (Anxiety, 2006), Muallaf (The 
Convert, 2008), and Talentime (Talent Show, 2009). Directed by a female director, 
the late Yasmin Ahmad (1951-2009), these critically-acclaimed films have garnered 
criticism from the local conservative media, for being ‘too liberal’ and ‘unrealistic’ 
and ‘unnecessarily’ challenging Islam and the Malay-Muslim status-quo in Malaysia 
(Khoo, 2007; Norman, 2011; Beng, 2015). In light of reading the meaning of a film, 
Turner (2006, p.178) suggests that films serve as a reflection of the dominant beliefs 
and values of the cultural context that produces them. From mainstream and 
commercial films to alternative and independent filmmaking, there is always a 
meaning-making process that allows a film to be interpreted by the audience. 
Bordwell (1989, p.3) elaborates that making films involves the construction of 
meaning out of the textual cues in the film, and the same textual element may be 
interpreted differently in different contexts. For example, the theme of love may be 
represented differently in different genres and sociocultural contexts, hence 
highlighting the diverse meaning of love in relation to, for example, religion.   
In the 1990s, a group of Malaysian filmmakers began making dramatic films 
with a social consciousness and artistic flare rather than for mere entertainment. 
Directors like Shuhaimi Baba, Adman Salleh and U-wei Haji Saari were among 
those who were formally trained as film directors (Khoo, 2006b, p.93). As the 
Southeast Asian region began to experience the rise of the new wave of art house 
and independent filmmaking in the 2000s, the active regional filmmakers, which 
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consists of filmmakers from Thailand, Phillipines, Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Singapore explores this new filmmaking trend by producing a low budget films and 
using digital cameras (Baumgärtel, 2011, p.58). This movement has influenced a 
number of independent and new filmmakers in Malaysian cinema including Yasmin 
Ahmad, Amir Muhammad, Ho Yuhang, James Lee, and Deepak Kumaran Menon 
(Khoo, 2007, 2010; Hassan, 2013). Many believe that these new and independent 
filmmakers are able to represent issues and social criticisms through a much better 
storytelling (i.e. less profit orientation and more for an art house festival) compared 
to the popular or commercial ones. Baumgärtel (2011) also mentioned that these 
independent filmmakers have drawn attention to a part of the world for their rich and 
diverse film culture and history have so far not part of the grand narrative of World 
Cinema (ibid, p.58); hence, stands opposite to the populist or commercial cinema.   
Drawing on this new and independent filmmaking into the Malaysian 
context, this chapter will explore and analyse films that articulate issues related to 
recurrent themes in a contemporary Malay film - that is family problems and 
societal conflict, in particular concerning the Malays (Hassan, 2013, p.102) - in a 
less mainstream way. The films by Ahmad were chosen for this study to provide 
significant insights and contradictions in negotiating about race and religious belief; 
which closely connected to the objective of this research. These films are known to 
be controversial in the local film industry, primarily for ‘being critical in exploring 
sensitive subjects such as interracial relationships and religion’ (Reuters, 2009). But, 
according to the director herself, the films allow audiences to recognise different 
ways of understanding religion and humanity; “Humans are always on a quest for 
tranquillity, forgiveness and God; it is just that the searching is according to each 
and everyone’s upbringing and not being judgemental...we embrace differences” 
(excerpts from an interview with Ahmad in The Star Online, 2009). Thus, in this 
context I have chosen these films for analysis, because, whilst not necessarily 
Islamic films, they are still grounded upon and seek to articulate Islamic values, 
even though from a more liberal viewpoint. As such they offer a useful counterpoint 
to the films analysed in the previous chapters. 
The defining feature of auteur films relates to their ‘less mainstream appeal’ 
so that they may be less popular at home and among Malaysians and more 
appreciated by international audiences (Khoo, 2010, p.302). Neale (1981, p.34) also 
notes that ‘art cinema’ tends to involve a balance between national and international 
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appeal – at the level of the market and at the level of the discourses of film theory 
and criticism. For what concerns the issue of transnational adaptation of genre as 
addressed in my research, this implies that a similar dynamic to that observed in the 
previous chapters emerges here, which involves elements of continuity as well as 
elements of rupture with conventions in Western cinema. Yet, while the comic, 
horror and melodrama genres mainly involved the adaptation of genre conventions 
to the Malaysian context, I will show that the films examined in this chapter provide 
a different trajectory, as they frame their narrative and style within a complex 
balance of national and international conventions and concepts.  
Crucially, this has important implications for transnational genre theory. As 
many have noted, after all, genre can be defined in terms of how a film responds to 
the audience’s expectations; in this sense, auteur films’ appeal to both a national and 
international audience (Khoo, 2010, p.302) makes them a powerful example of how 
the genre adaption in a national context such as the Malaysian may involve a 
complex process of exchange and dialogue, rather than a linear transference from 
Western to non-Western film traditions. Thus, the following sections will discuss the 
common traits of art cinema and its position within the context of contemporary 
Malaysian filmmaking, national and cultural diversity, as well as the contemporary 
political and socioeconomic situation in Malaysia. 
 
6.2 Art cinema and its artistic vision 
The meaning of the term ‘art cinema’ is difficult to pin down as its boundaries are 
continually shifting (Ndalianis, 2007, p.83). Since films are separated by country of 
origin as well as the era of production, it is crucial to take into account that the 
properties of art cinema have different meanings for different audiences at different 
periods of time (Wilinsky, 2001 cited in Ndalianis, 2007, p.83). Thus, Altman 
(1999) notes that art cinema takes different forms in different cultural/social 
contexts. Historically, art cinema was a European movement existing shortly after 
the Second World War, and aimed at countering the domination of Hollywood 
(Bordwell, 1989; Neale, 1981; Ndalianis, 2007). Bordwell, however, did not 
perceive art cinema as a strictly European phenomenon, but found aspects of art 
cinema elsewhere (Ndalianis, 2007, p.84-85). For example, in the 1950s, the work of 
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the Japanese Akira Kurosawa, as well as the Italian Federico Fellini and Roberto 
Rossellini, and the Swedish Ingmar Bergman, created films marked by ambiguities, 
inviting multiple interpretations. Later, the growing power of critical cinema created 
the idea of individual authorship that led to the notion of the art cinema and the 
16mm “personal” cinema, which celebrated the director as the creative source of 
meaning. It became natural to think of the director’s output as an “oeuvre,” a 
composite of characteristic themes and stylistic choices (Bordwell, 1989, p.44).  
During the 1960s and early 1970s in particular, at a time when popular 
culture and Hollywood were at their height, art cinema was often defined as the 
'enemy'; it was seen as a bastion of 'high art' ideologies, as the kind of cinema 
supported by Sight and Sound (a renowned film magazine) and the critical 
establishment, and therefore, as the kind of cinema to be fought for (Neale, 1981, 
p.12). However, the polemics underline two issues: firstly, the term (Art Cinema) is 
heavily dependent upon the terms provided by literary ideologies and secondly, that 
Art Cinema itself was rarely defined (Neale, 1981, p.12). From the French New 
Wave to German Expressionist and Italian Neorealism to a modernist strategy of 
contemporary films, these film movements were intentionally presented as cinematic 
equivalents to older, ‘high art’ media such as painting and sculpture. The key 
transition period for international art cinema was the 1940s when Italian neorealist 
films that were shot against the backdrop of World War II and its aftermath emerged 
(Ndalianis, 2007, p.85). 
Films such as Rashomon (1950, Akira Kurosawa), The Eclipse/L’eclisse 
(1962, Michelangelo Antonioni) and Cleo from Five to Seven/Cléo de 5 à 7 (1962, 
Agnès Varda) articulated specific plot patterns and styles, which appeared to be 
different to the classical Hollywood favourites. Although Klinger (2006) argues that 
art film is capable of arousing strong emotions just like mainstream films, these 
films adopt a looser narrative that break up linearity and causality through the use of 
techniques such as ellipsis (which creates narrative gaps), ‘dead time’ (action that 
has little or no effect on narrative progression), episodic sequences paralleled by 
drifting, aimless protagonists, and open-ended structure (Bordwell, 1985, 1989; 
Ndalianis, 2007, p.83-84). Taking the Japanese art film Rashomon (1950) as an 
example, the film uses flashbacks to represent various characters’ court testimony. 
In brief, Rashomon is about a court proceeding, recalled in flashback, relating to a 
mysterious crime. A bandit, Tajômaru (Toshirô Mifune) is on trial for murdering a 
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samurai (Mayasuki Mori) and raping his wife (Machiko Kyô) in a remote forest 
(excerpt from Bradshaw, 2010, p.1). Given the ambiguity of each witness’s 
testimony, Bordwell (1985, p.206) argues that this film constructs a narrative, in 
which any character’s account of the rape and murder may be equally objectively 
accurate but warped by subjective interests. 
Since Bordwell (1985, p.206) elaborates that the art film’s “reality” is 
multifaceted, as the films may deal with “real” subject matter, classical films such as 
Bicycle Thieves (1949) and L’Avventura (1960) deal with psychological problems 
like “alienation” or “lack of communication.” The mise-en-scéne may emphasise 
verisimilitude of behaviour as well as verisimilitude of space (e.g. location shooting, 
non-Hollywood lighting schemes) or time (ibid), and another specific stylistic 
devices, such as deep focus and the long take, could record the phenomenal 
continuum of space and time (Bordwell, 1985; Bazin, 2002). Thus, this textual and 
stylistic trait leads to the importance of interpretation as a source of the narrative’s 
persuasiveness and novelty. Bordwell (1989, p.44) then underlines the connection 
between author-centred criticism and the growing influence of art cinema. Drawing 
on the connection between stylistic appeal and the author-centred narration strategy, 
Bordwell and Thompson (2010, p.381-382) reiterate that many art filmmaking 
movements engaged with the social and political upheavals of the era. They make 
their radical experiments with editing (for example, discontinuous editing), visual 
style and narrative a part of the general break with the conservative paradigm. 
Therefore, the films incorporate commentary and questions that arise but are not 
answered in the end. 
In light of art cinema and its meaning-making process, the selected films in 
this chapter have propelled the director, Ahmad, to the forefront of contemporary 
Malaysian cinema (Norman, 2013, p.246) and simultaneously displayed the 
cinematic vision of ‘art film.' Most of the films received awards and tributes at 
international film festivals - from the Best Asian Film Award in Tokyo (for Sepet) to 
the Best Director Award at the 54th Asia Pacific Film Festival 2010 in Taiwan (for 
Muallaf). For the purpose of this study, Ahmad’s films have been selected and 
analysed also because they provide a useful comparison with the other genres, as 
Ahmad’s films underline the notion of Islamic storytelling from a different standing 
point, which embraces but also questions the teaching of Islam/religion. Yet 
Ahmad’s films, like the ones analysed in previous chapters, involve the emergence 
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of a particular understanding about a system of belief as well as a narrative about 
gender, in particular the representation of women and their role in the Malaysian 
society.  
Hanita (2011, p.123) describes Ahmad’s films as politically progressive and 
intellectually evocative, yet blatantly sentimental as they move towards melodrama 
and the power of emotion. But for these films to be explored as a form of art film, it 
is reasonable to link their stylistic presentations i.e. the director’s art vision 
(auterism) with patterns of plot to art film practices. The films analysed in this 
chapter introduce contradictions to the conventional cause-and-effect plot and 
incorporate an ambiguous narrative presentation using a visual editing. For instance, 
the films break the conventional plot structure by inserting a story within a story, 
like in Gubra (2006), and the constant use of flashback in the storytelling). The 
films explore issues of humanity, race and religious belief through love stories (as 
emphasised by Khoo, 2007, p.52-57). The storytelling style shows a lot of ‘affection 
of a thoughtful adult for her surroundings, where social criticism is tempered by the 
need to forgive’ (Amir, 2010, p. 11) as in film Muallaf, and in terms of marketing 
the films as Ahmad never publicly seemed anxious about box-offices collection 
(ibid).     
Besides, these films differ from conventional Malaysian films which Beng 
(2015, p.87) has described as “tiresome, tried and tested, monotonous entertainment 
containing elements of love, sadness, and humour”, and that typically are about the 
Malays in the country. Ahmad’s incorporation of ideological contestations and 
cinematic visions are also befitting of the characteristics of an ‘auteur’ or authorial 
(film director) signature (Beng, 2015, p.89), a filmmaker with an unmistakable 
signature (Amir, 2009, p.9). Thus, the signature brings to the fore a set of themes 
and an overall vision that marks the director’s work as personal (Khoo, 2010, 
p.303). Drawing from the connection between authorial features, their artistic vision, 
and meaning-making in films, this chapter will explore films which offer a different 
representation of Islam and religion in general. Working within this representational 
framework, the films provide a significant comparison as they introduced alternative 
storytelling and an aesthetic style that is uniquely different to Malaysian populist 
films.  
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6.3 Sepet (Slit Eyes, 2004)  
The film Sepet, released in 2004, is part of Ahmad’s series of films about a young 
woman named Orked (the sequel for Sepet, titled Gubra, will be discussed in the 
next section). The film has garnered acclaim as well as criticism from both the 
Malay and international press and also the public in recent years. Amongst its 
highest recognition is receiving the Best Asian Film Award at the 18th Tokyo 
International Film Festival 2005, and Best Film at the 27th Créteil International 
Women's Film Festival in France (Williamson, 2005; Wong, 2005). However, this 
internationally recognised film does not necessarily mean that it is universally 
accepted locally. Sepet became a renowned feature film that stirred debate in the 
local and international media due to its depiction of a Malay family which was 
deemed as “too liberal” and the interracial love between a Chinese boy and a Malay 
girl (Beng, 2015; Khoo, 2007; Bergan, 2009). One of the censors’ concerns involved 
the fact that Sepet had not broached the subject of main protagonist, Jason, 
converting to Islam (Alfian, 2005; Sim, 2009, p.49).  
Sepet (Slit Eyes, 2004) revolves around the love story between Jason (a 19-
year-old Chinese young man, whose real name is Ah Loong) and a Malay high 
school girl named Orked. The film is set in the town of Ipoh (about 200 kilometres 
from the centre of Kuala Lumpur). The director is also known for having affection 
for Ipoh, especially its people and heritage, and its situation away from economic 
and urban centres (Loghun, 2014; Emily, 2014; Sim, 2009). The context of Sepet is 
determined by establishing the social background of both of the main protagonists 
(Jason and Orked). Jason comes from a working-class and dysfunctional family – 
with an abusive father, a loving mother and an elder brother. Orked is from a 
middle-class Malay-Muslim family, and her home life is portrayed as a happy 
family. They have a close relationship with the live-in female helper, Kak Yam and 
Orked’s parents are also supportive of her, including her relationship with Jason. It 
is Orked’s interest in Chinese film that brings her to meet Jason, who works at a stall 
selling pirated Video Compact Discs (VCD). Contrary to his social standing, Jason 
is a romantic man with a unique hobby – he loves to read and write poetry. Jason’s 
life takes a sudden turn one day when Orked arrives at his stall looking for a 
Cantonese film starring her favourite actor Takeshi Kaneshiro (a Taiwanese-
Japanese actor).  
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The plot develops as love blossoms between Orked and Jason. Although 
there are representations of social and racial differences between both protagonists, 
they celebrate these differences by enjoying being in each other’s company. Jason 
even introduces Orked to his best friend, Keong, who admitted to Jason that he 
never liked the Malays, but he does now because of Orked. At the same time, Jason 
(together with Keong and their VCD-business gang) has to confront a gang that 
intimidates their ‘site’ (the pirated VCD business). However, complications occur 
when Jason cannot retreat from his relationship with the sister of the gang’s leader. 
The girl (named Maggie) falls pregnant and reveals that Jason is responsible; this 
leads to the separation of Jason and Orked. Nevertheless, Jason is persistent in trying 
to win Orked back; he calls her almost every day and writes love letters/poems for 
her, to no avail. The climax occurs when Orked wins a scholarship to study in 
England, and she decides to accept the offer. The day comes when she and her 
parents leave for the airport. Simultaneously, Jason is heading to the airport (after 
Kak Yam - Orked’s helper - told him about Orked leaving for England that day), in 
the hope of at least seeing her there. On their way to the airport, Orked reads Jason’s 
letter and finally realises her feelings for him. Her mother insists Orked makes a 
call, so she calls Jason on his mobile. The film ends when Jason is involved in an 
accident; he is shown lying unconscious on the road, with his head bleeding 
excessively and the phone rings next to him. 
Although the ending scene remains uncertain whether Jason is survived, 
Sepet is structured primarily around an inter-racial love story between a Malay high 
school girl, Orked, and a Chinese young man, Jason (or Ah Loong). From their first 
meeting at Jason’s video stall until their separation, due to Jason being responsible 
for having made Maggie pregnant (although whether or not this is true is 
ambiguous), the journey for both protagonists illuminates the varied cultures and the 
values of society. As the plot progresses, the family unit that exemplifies the role of 
helper for both protagonists, intensifies the meaning of love and happiness. The 
family members (specifically Orked’s parents and Kak Yam - the servant; and 
Jason’s mother) support both Orked and Jason’s decision in achieving their dreams 
(for love and life) but at the same time, enlighten them about the risks of the 
decision.  
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6.3.1 Sepet: inter-ethnic and romanticism 
The term ‘sepet’ literally means slit eyes, and in this context, sepet refers to the ‘slit 
eyes’ of the Chinese in Malaysia. Through the symbolism of ‘slit eyes’, Sepet 
explores an inter-ethnic or interracial subject through a romantic relationship 
between the main protagonists: Jason, a Chinese young man, and Orked, a Malay 
high school girl. The term ‘sepet’ may appear to resort to the trope of racist 
interpretation for its often association with the Chinese slit eye. However, the film 
portrays an interracial subject by portraying the personal relationship between the 
protagonists and their trials and tribulations, which also reflect the construction of 
unity within the context of multiracial Malaysians. From the opening scene, Sepet 
centres on an atypical theme of an interracial relationship and identity, firstly 
through the character of Jason and his mother. As shown in Figure 6.1 below, Jason 
is reading a poem in Mandarin to his mother; a poem about the love of a mother for 
her child by Rabindranath Tagore (a prominent Bengali poet). After that, the mother 
expresses her remarks, “Tapi hairan eh, orang bangsa lain, bahasa lain, tapi isi hati 
kita boleh fahamkan?” (But strange. Different culture, different language. And yet 
we can feel what was in the heart, right?), which is a hint that the meaning of the 
poem touches her emotion. It is learnt that the poetry book that Jason reads from is a 
translated version of the original Indian. His mother was not able to read it herself 
because she is Chinese-Peranakan. A Chinese-peranakan is believed to be one of 
the descendants of the very early Chinese immigrants to the Malay Archipelago 
during the 15th Century, who adopted and became steeped in the local/Malay 
cultures and customs (Norman, 2011; Sim, 2009). Throughout the film, Jason’s 
mother always wears traditional Kebaya Nyonya (a traditional blouse-dress usually 
worn with a sarong) and speaks the Malay language. Jason reads in Mandarin, but 
converses in Cantonese with his mother, who in turn speaks Malay to him. The 
scene signifies this cross-cultural mixture, as the mother, who represents a 
‘different’ Malaysian-Chinese community, is able to appreciate the universal 
meaning of love from an outsider (referring to the Indian poet). Thus, the inter-racial 
love that attaches to this initial plot is expressed. 
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Figure 6.1 (a): The opening scene - Jason is reading a poem to his mother. 
 
A Malaysian film blogger, Fadz, argues that a universal theme of love can occur in 
any country, era, and cultural mould (Khoo, 2010, p.314). Thus, love lends itself to 
being adapted to a more contemporary Malaysian landscape, and in this context, the 
inter-ethnic theme develops to represent a romantic relationship between Jason and 
the main female protagonist, Orked. The scene involving the search for VCDs at the 
market brings about a meaningful meeting between Orked and Jason, and thus 
intensifies the major theme of the film (Figure 6.1 (b-d) below shows their first 
meeting at the VCD stall).  It is here that Orked expresses the film's underlying 
philosophy, as she observes after her first brief but meaningful meeting with Jason, 
"he doesn't know me well enough to like me, but he's in love with me" (Sepet, 
2004). As the narrative progresses, the love between Jason and Orked grows. 
 
Figure 6.1 (b-d): Sequence of reactions during the first meeting between Jason and 
Orked at the VCD stall. 
 
b) Jason 
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c) Orked 
 
d) A silent moment and reaction between Jason and Orked at the VCD stall (in the 
middle is Orked’s best friend, Lin) 
 
In principle, the narrative of Sepet embraces the universal theme of love but 
it redefines love through tackling sensitive subjects such as inter-racial relations, 
Malay-Muslim supremacy and the lives of young people (i.e. their romance and 
troubled situation). The film is deemed provocative since it problematises the 
different social and cultural background of both Jason and Orked, particularly 
involving the issue of race and religion. Also, Sepet has been the target of a talk 
show debate on a national television station (RTM1). On 23 April 2006, the 
programme entitled, ‘Sepet dan Gubra: Pencemar Budaya?’ (Sepet and Gubra: 
Cultural Corruptors?’) showed two of the panellists making hostile comments about 
certain scenes in the film, calling them unrealistic, unnecessary and likely to 
‘corrupt’ the perceived stable Malay culture. In particular, they focused on the 
portrayal of an inter-racial romance between Orked, a pious Muslim girl, who falls 
in love with Jason, an ethnic Chinese youth involved in a gang (Khoo, 2007; 
Norman, 2013b).  
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Despite their differences of class, race, and religion, the love between Orked 
and Jason develops. However, the vision of love in this film is not only about a 
relationship between a man and a woman, but also about reframing race and religion 
within a multicultural Malaysian society. This reframing of race and religion 
represents a social commentary which emerges from the disapproval that Jason and 
Orked encounter concerning their relationship. In the same way, Norman (2011, 
p.29) observes that Sepet not only illuminates a melodramatic mode of love but also 
tackles opposition and disagreement, not from their family, but from the society 
which they belong. For example, Orked’s best friend, Lin, questions her obsession 
with the Chinese, who are said to have ‘sepet’ (slit) eyes (Lin expressed her ‘racist’ 
point of view in this situation). Lin’s boyfriend goes even further, mocking Orked 
for dating ‘sepet’ Chinese men, “as if the Malay men were not good enough.” This 
situation provokes Orked to draw attention to their hypocrisy, for the fact that Malay 
men have been marrying outside their ethnic group for generations, but for Malay 
women, it is less acceptable. Similar instances happen to Jason, as Keong (his best 
friend) also queries why Jason likes Orked. He cautions Jason about breaking his 
parents’ heart, as he will need to convert to Islam and change his name to be with 
Orked. Keong even teases Jason that if he becomes a Muslim, he cannot consume 
pork anymore and needs to undergo circumcision.  
As trivial as these instances may sound, they challenge the ethnic and racist 
stereotypes held by the conservative Malaysians, who consider their race and 
religion to be an unquestionable right and superior to others. Thus, it is apparent that 
the representation of Islam and other races in Sepet is articulated in the spirit of the 
multi-racial and cultural diversity of Malaysia, embracing faith within modernity 
and in moderation. Specifically with reference to Islam and being the Malays, 
Shamsul (2005, p.171) argues that the ‘moderateness’ of Islam in the Malay world 
has been the result of its embedded diversity that accommodates and, at the same 
time, restricts any extremist tendencies. On the other hand, the film attempts to 
expose, for both the Malay and non-Malay audiences, the religious and racial 
boundaries and prejudices without troubling the multicultural atmosphere of the 
country. 
Besides inter-ethnic sentimentality, Sepet also strengthens the role of women 
through the character of Orked. In conventional Malaysian cinema, the 
representation of women in a homogenous Malay world is limited to the binary of 
CHAPTER 6  184  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
the traditional-passive Malay woman or sex worker and the modern-Westernised 
Malay woman, who is usually punished for her independence (Hanita, 2015, p.86). 
Sepet acknowledges Orked as an independent, young, Muslim woman who displays 
agency that points toward the struggles of real women and negotiates the changes in 
society, as a result of suppression, modernity, or religious experiences (Gledhill, 
1987, cited in Hanita, 2015, p.81). The way that Orked confronts the challenges and 
disagreements triggered by her relationship with Jason portrays her positive value as 
an independent woman who does not wish to suffer in passive silence. On the other 
hand, the values of tolerance and compassion also represent essential qualities for 
the multi-ethnic groups in Malaysia to live harmoniously. 
Another essential point is that the way Orked’s family represents Islam 
shapes the brand of Islam that the film portrays. For example, the women in Orked’s 
home - Orked, her mother (Mak Inom) and Kak Yam - do not wear the veil/hijab, 
and yet are devout; one image portrayed earlier in the film shows Orked reciting the 
Quran after completing her prayers. As the central Malay-Muslim family in the film, 
these images of Orked and her family clearly affirm their religious devotion, which 
includes physical appearance (through dress) and repeated acts such as prayers. 
However, Khoo (2007) argues that this brand of Islam is in contradiction to the 
general Malaysian belief that “Islam is not so much a matter of practice in privacy or 
one’s individual relationship with God, but has to be made visible to the public” 
(ibid, p. 56).  
Equally important is the scene between Keong and Orked. As they meet for 
the first time, they address another general belief among Malaysians concerning 
ethnic subjectivity. As Nagata (1975, cited in Khoo, 2007, p.52-57) argues, 
Malaysian ethnic identity is relational, and Malays are defined against their Chinese 
counterparts in a series of ethnic stereotypes: lazy Malay/industrious Chinese, rural 
Malay/urban Chinese, and poor Malay/wealthy Chinese. Figure 6.1 (e) (below) 
shows a scene that reflects presumptions with regards to ethnic identification among 
Malaysians.  
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Figure 6.1 (e): A meeting between Keong, Orked and Jason. 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
They meet at the Chinese restaurant (from 
left: Keong, Jason and Orked) 
Orked: Hi. Jason told me 
you weren’t handsome. He 
lied. 
(Keong looks surprise to 
see Orked) 
 
2 
 
 
Later, the three of them had dinner together. 
Orked: (To Jason) 
Sweetheart, I have no idea 
you wrote poetry. You 
guys are not like what I 
imagined guys from this 
area. You play piano, 
Jason writes poetry.  
Keong: Don’t stereotype 
people here. Not every 
Chinese man is cheating 
right? (Orked: True) And 
not every Malay is lazy 
right? 
Orked: Every Malay is 
lazy! 
Keong: No lah, some 
Chinese are lazy too. 
 
The interracial relations among the Malaysians also offer crucial indicators 
for understanding the political situation in the country. A scene of conversation 
between Orked’s mother, Mak Inom, and their servant, Yam, highlights an issue 
which is sensitive and rarely openly discussed in the public media – the special 
rights of the Malays (as emphasised in Norman, 2011, p.28). They point out that 
Orked was awarded a government scholarship to study abroad for a result of only 
five A’s, while Jason failed to obtain a scholarship even though he achieved seven 
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A’s. Given that the sociocultural policy of Malaysia is closely connected to ethnic 
interests and identities, Segawa (2013, p.213) argues that the Malays would resist 
the adoption of multiculturalism, which promotes cultural diversity. This adoption 
would also mean the elimination of Malay privileges, which are currently 
guaranteed under the constitution.  
The fact that Sepet was nearly banned in Malaysia by the Censorship Board 
illuminates its controversial narrative and idea contestation in mainstream Malaysian 
film production. One notable issue concerning Sepet is when orthodox Islamic 
circles and certain entertainment journalists condemned the director (Ahmad) for 
scenes where the women were clad only in sarongs and had their shoulders exposed 
(Hassan, 2013, p.234). In the case of Orked’s appearance in baju kurung (Malay 
traditional dress) throughout the film, Hanita (2015, p.91) interpreted it as a sign of 
conformity to cultural values. Even though she stands in non-conformity to the 
Western-styled social setting around her, Orked demonstrates her confidence in her 
Malay-Muslim identity, which is in contrast to the identity of Jason as the ‘other’ 
(non-Malay). Furthermore, Jason portrays a socially oppressed and struggling figure 
from a working-class family, who works for an illegal gang, selling pirated VCDs 
for a living. As Norman (2011, p.28) argues, Jason’s social condition provides cues 
about his ‘economic deprivation and social powerlessness’. This condition links to 
how the film satirises the association between Chinese ethnicity and the illegal gang-
business operation, although the group members include a Malay young man.  
 In staging an action, it is the director’s signature that the static visual 
framing is being utilised, either in long shot or medium shot composition, and the 
focal point is on the actor’s movement. This visual form sets the narrative in motion 
by establishing the interplay between the characters and their spatial element. For 
example, in a scene when Orked is talking to Jason on the phone, suddenly the 
gang’s leader (Jimmy) and his people confront Jason about Maggie (Jimmy’s sister). 
Orked can hear the conversation and worries that something bad is happening to 
Jason. The scene is shot from the exterior of Orked’s bedroom, which establishes 
Orked’s anxious movement in her interior space that leads her to worry about Jason. 
In this situation, Maggie functions as an obstacle that affects the relationship 
between Jason and Orked, which then leads to their separation. Sim (2009, p.48) is 
also of the view that the interplay of static frame and subject movement allows 
feeling and emotion to emerge from the character’s movements and the spaces they 
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occupy. On the whole, it is appropriate to describe Sepet as a film that is not only 
about love and compassion, but also involves problematising issues of race and 
religion in Malaysia.  
 
6.4 Gubra (Anxiety, 2006) 
Gubra is the sequel to Sepet and is set a few years after the initial love story of 
Orked and Jason. The plot begins one early morning, when Orked, who is now 
married to Ariff, receives a call from her mother (Mak Inom) about her father. 
"Orked, come now! We're losing your abah (father)!" Mak Inom screams. 
Apparently, Orked's father, Pak Atan, has had diabetic complications. Once Orked 
and Ariff arrive at her parent’s house, the whole family frantically rush Pak Atan to 
the hospital. The point of disruption occurs when Orked incidentally meets Alan 
(Jason’s elder brother) at the hospital, as Alan recognises her from the photos that 
Jason had shown him before. His father is also hospitalised due to a broken leg after 
his mother pushed him off the doorstep – an act of retaliation for his abusive act to 
her in the past. The meeting between Orked and Alan sets up one side of a story, as 
Orked learns that Alan has divorced his wife, and he has custody of his six-year-old 
daughter. The 'reunion' between Orked and Alan also exposes the story about 
Orked’s marriage, which concerns when she caught her husband (Ariff) seeing 
another woman (Latifah). Ariff realises his mistake and tries to win Orked back, but 
he fails. With help from Alan, Orked moves back to her family house. On their way 
to Orked’s house, Alan stops by his house and shows Orked some of Jason’s 
memento items including photos and several of Jason's Chinese poetry books, which 
Alan has kept secretly. The items leave Orked in tears as she reminiscences about 
Jason. 
On the other side of the story, the plot is about Temah, a Malay-Muslim lady 
who is also a single mother and works as a sex worker, together with a colleague, 
Kiah. Temah loves her son, Shahrin, very much; she sends him to school and also to 
attend Quranic lessons at the house of their neighbour Mas. Mas' husband is the 
bilal/muezzin in their neighbourhood, who also shares a friendly bond with Temah 
and Shahrin. The next day, Temah goes for a blood test and later discovers that she 
has contracted HIV. She then seeks help from Mas to guide her back to the path of 
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Islam – Mas teaches her how to recite the Quran (again) and to perform prayers. The 
plot reaches a resolution as Alan's parents become reconciled after years of 
disagreement. They are portrayed praying together before the Chinese/Buddhist 
altar, simultaneously with Alan and his daughter performing their prayers in a 
church. The final scene, after the roll of the ending credits, depicts Orked and Jason 
waking up in bed for the dawn prayers with both wearing wedding rings. This 
ending brings closure between Orked and Jason, as the shot hints that Jason is still 
alive, and they are married.  
The final scene suggests that Gubra is a sequel to Sepet, but the plot 
structure of Gubra exhibits a complex structure with its non-chronological 
sequencing of the story. The film utilises intercut shots and flashback techniques 
inbetween scenes to expose different events that eventually serve as the causal 
chain. The film is structured into two sets of separate plots, which revolve around 
the quest for love and morality in the lives of several characters, but all are in pursuit 
of the key aspect of love – tolerance, acceptance, and forgiveness. Gubra 
manipulates the breaks of plot to achieve artistic and political effect across the 
boundaries of racialised religion. Selected as the Best Film in the 19th Malaysian 
Film Festival (2006), Gubra opens with the introduction of a “bilal” (Muslim 
religious leader who also calls for prayer in a community), and his wife (Mas), a 
loving couple who are also good friends with the two sex workers (Temah and Kiah) 
living next door.  
 
6.4.1 Gubra: anxiety over Malay-Muslim sensitivities 
Gubra literally means ‘anxiety’ and this film addresses anxieties with regards to 
sensitive issues concerning the Malay-Muslim identity and the position of women in 
Islam. In the story about Temah, Kiah, and their life quest, the narrative 
problematises women’s position within the modern patriarchal society. Although 
Temah is portrayed as a single mother, who works as a prostitute (together with 
Kiah), the plot reflects women’s perspectives within their confined universe. Rather 
than being trapped by the myth of creating an ideal and model character such as a 
good mother, the film troubles the juxtaposition between mother and prostitute as 
Temah is represented as a woman and a human being with positive and negative 
characteristics. According to Donmez-Colin (2004, p.105), these kinds of women 
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have characteristics which lead them to question their personal identity and their 
place in society, and thus the film conveys a social statement about the 
underprivileged position of women. Despite her depiction as a taboo subject – 
involved in prostitution - Temah is determined to ensure that Shahrin receives a 
proper education (both a secular and a religious education). In the initial scene, 
Temah and Kiah are depicted as being on their way home after finishing their job (at 
dawn) and then they meet the bilal (who is on his way to the mosque for morning 
prayer). As they exchange greetings, Temah mentions (to the bilal) that they have to 
finish work early that day and return home in good time as it is Shahrin’s first day of 
school; she wants to be there for her son (Figure 6.2 (a) below). While it is apparent 
that both women (Temah and Kiah) symbolise the subjugation of female sexuality in 
social and cultural life (Gledhill, 2007, p.321), the scene is also making a point 
about her unconditional maternal love and responsibility for her (only) son. 
Although she becomes the ‘gossiped-about’ subject (as emphasised in Hanita, 2015, 
p.92) among the teachers at the school, the character of Temah accentuates the 
relocation of the woman as mother and simultaneously demonstrates the role of the 
father as the head of the family who struggles to sustain the family survival. 
On the contrary, their neighbours – the bilal and his family – are established 
in the role of ‘helpers’ that provide comfort to Temah, her son, and Kiah in their 
quest for love and happiness. The family - the bilal, his wife (Mas) and their son 
(who is friends with Temah’s son) - represents stability and reflects the life of 
devout Muslims. The depiction of the bilal’s sympathetic manners toward the 
neighbours’ moral deviance in the film provoked predictable reactionary uproar 
from Malaysia’s conservative groups. According to Sim (2009, p.49), this objection 
and controversy surrounding the film reflects underlying political and social dispute 
in Malaysia, in particular with regards to its non-secular constitution and its 
privileging of Malay ethnicity. However, despite condemning Temah’s occupation, 
the compassion that the bilal and his wife, Mas, demonstrate enables Temah to 
return to the path of Islam and morality; this is shown in the later part of the film 
when Temah seeks help from Mas to enable her to recite the Quran (again) and to 
perform prayers. The return to morality allows the film to represent Temah as a 
woman who is not merely a helpless victim or a sexual object, but as a subject that is 
restoring her faith and morality, as a mother and as a Muslim woman.  
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Next, in another scene with the bilal who is on his way to the mosque (prior 
to meeting Temah/Kiah), he is depicted as patting a dog and insisting that the dog 
gets off the road to avoid another accident (as shown in shot 1 – Figure 6.4 below). 
According to Khoo (2007, p.53-54), this scene of the bilal’s compassion for the dog 
is regarded as unnecessary by conservative Malay-Muslims in Malaysia. However, it 
can be read that this brief scene is not to challenge religious practice or identity as a 
whole, rather the character is portrayed from the humanist angle, thus blurring the 
boundary of humans/animals, and in this context, a Muslim and a dog. The scene 
invites some petty discussions about whether it is forbidden to touch dogs (ibid). 
But, this scene also calls for a comparison between the ‘untouchable’ subject matter 
of the dog and later, the sex worker. In other words, this part of the plot is subtly 
articulating anxiety about the general Malay-Muslims’ understanding of the linkage 
between religiosity and humanity. The scene involving the bilal, his family and 
Temah portrays an essential association between Islamic allusions to love and 
compassion, and actions towards God’s creation.   
 
Figure 6.2 (a): Opening sequence of Gubra, when Bilal is on his way to the 
mosque. 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Bilal: Kenapa kau duduk 
tengah jalan ni lagi? 
Kalau kena langgar lori 
lagi macamana? (Why 
do you sit here? What if 
the truck hit you again) 
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2 
 
 
Bilal: Assalamualaikum. 
Temah, Kiah, awal 
balik? 
(Assalamualaikum. 
Temah, Kiah, do you 
finish early today?  
Temah: Haah, esokkan 
Shahrin first day sekolah. 
Nak kena hantar dia, 
abang bilal. Ada 
pelanngan pun terpaksa 
tolak. Lambat pergi 
surau abang bilal? (Yes, 
I have to be home on 
time because today is 
Shahrin’s first day at 
school. I need to send 
him to school, bilal. I 
even have to decline 
another customer. You 
are late this morning, 
bilal?) 
Bilal: (Smiling)  
 
The shot sequence in Figure 6.2 (a) also illustrates the utilisation of static 
visual framing, locked in the long shot (LS) composition. Similar to the visual 
composition in the scene of the phone conversation between Orked and Jason in 
Sepet, this shot sequence between Bilal, Temah and Kiah sets the aesthetic visual 
form that provides emphasis to the interplay between the characters and their spatial 
element. As the scene establishes the correlation between the characters, attention is 
also given to the setting of the film, which is a small, pastoral settlement; this 
indicates their working-class status and the way they interact within the vicinity. 
Thus, the sequence offers a slightly ironic social and moral statement about humans 
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and other living beings, which allows the symbolic continuity between religiosity 
and humanity.  
In another side of the story in Gubra, the plot also displays the constant 
subject of multicultural relations. The reunion between Orked and Alan appears to 
recall Orked’s memory of Jason. As the narrative is set as a sequel to Sepet, the 
theme of love and inter-racial relationship still dominates and interweaves with the 
issue of cultural superiority in Malaysia. One noticeable scene is when both Orked 
and Alan, who have just met in the hospital since both their fathers have been 
admitted, decide to have breakfast together. On their way to the restaurant, they are 
having a conversation about love for the country and they express their anxiety 
about racial prejudice among Malaysians, which involves an underlying cultural 
supremacy issue across both race and religion (as shown in Figure 6.2 (b) below). 
The scene may also be connected to the unique brand of ethnic politics in Malaysia, 
where the Malay political and cultural hegemony, and a certain prescribed brand of 
Islam, cannot be challenged (Khoo, 2007, p.52-57).  
 
Figure 6.2 (b): A conversation between Orked and Alan 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Orked: Don’t you just 
love this country? Turn on 
the radio and hear all kinds 
of music. The best! 
(Background music: 
Chinese, then Tamil 
songs) 
Alan: Sometimes I don’t 
know how you guys 
realise how hard it is for us 
(Chinese) to be here. It’s 
like being in love with 
someone who doesn’t love 
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you back. 
Orked: You know what, 
more and more of us 
realise it too. 
2 
 
Alan: Kalau this country 
ada Chinese je, I 
migratelah. (If there are 
only Chinese in this 
country, I will migrate) 
Orked: Kalau this country 
Melayu, gua dah lama 
chow! (If only Malays in 
this country, I’m out!) 
 
On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge that Gubra represents the 
character of Orked in her adulthood moment, as she demonstrates maturity and rises 
as an independent woman. From the time of her high school year in Sepet up to 
adulthood and married life in Gubra, Orked is portrayed as persistent in standing up 
for herself, confronting Lin's boyfriend in Sepet, and in this film, her husband. In 
conventional Malaysian cinema, the modern-Westernised woman is usually 
“punished” for her independence, in order to restore the decency of society (Hanita, 
2015; Donmez-Colin, 2004). In the case of Gubra, Orked is “punished”, although 
not severely, for pushing for her independence and, in return she has a troubled 
marriage life because of her husband’s infidelity and finally, she leaves him. Despite 
not wearing a hijab and demonstrating a bit of a flirtatious streak with Alan (and 
with Jason in Sepet), Orked, however, is not the complete antithesis of an ideal 
Malay-Muslim woman: throughout the sequel, Orked is portrayed as a religiously 
observant, intelligent and independent character (Martin, 2014, p.413).  
Despite the unconnected plots in the film and the intensities of personal 
emotion, Gubra emerges as a reflection upon contradictions, which are largely about 
managing the anxiety over the sensitivities of the Malay-Muslims and how to 
accommodate the non-Muslim culture within the Malaysian context. It is noticeable 
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that this film frames the different ways that Malaysians practise their faith and belief 
in Malaysia and the various degrees of submitting to God and spirituality. 
 
6.5 Muallaf (The Convert, 2008)  
Another award-winning film, Muallaf, revolves around the story of a young man, 
Brian (a Catholic of Chinese origin) and two Muslim sisters – Rohani (Ani) and 
Rohana (Ana) – and their struggle to live life independently and achieve their goals. 
They meet up because a teacher (Mrs. Siva) has caned the little sister (Ana) in a 
school where Brian works as a teacher, and they become friends. Ana attends a 
Catholic school, and the story exposes its multicultural aspect of characters from 
different religious backgrounds. Ani also works in a pub for a living, but Ana is 
always against this because they are Muslims. 
Disruption occurs as their acquaintance exposes each other’s life story: why 
Brian became cold to his mother, and why both sisters are on the run. In a flashback, 
Brian’s father is seen as abusing him after catching him reading a woman’s 
magazine (when he was about ten years old). Brian is driven in a car and later, he is 
depicted being left naked in a public park by his father. The incident left him 
traumatised and caused him to develop a hateful feeling toward his parents. Brian’s 
mother seems to disagree with his father’s action, but she was unable to do anything 
(as the father is dominant). The next flashback is the story of Ani; her father is 
depicted shaving her hair off after she refuses to go to the hairdresser for a hair 
make-over like his wife (Ani’s stepmother). As the narrative returns to the present 
time, a complication arises in Brian’s soul-searching battle to understand his own 
situation from other’s perspective (Ani and Brother Anthony). The sisters also face a 
threat from their abusive father as he hires a private detective and hitmen to track 
them. The hitman ends up beating Cindy, Ani’s co-worker in the pub - who is 
depicted as dressed provocatively in a mini skirt with lots of make-up - because 
Cindy refuses to give them Ani’s home address, as she suspects that Ani might be in 
danger.  
Next, a chaotic scene at school marks the climax of the film, as the father’s 
bodyguards and hitman drag Ana away from school, which results in Ani going back 
to her father to save Ana. Brother Anthony rushes to the church to perform his 
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prayers before heading out to see what has happened. Brian is left alone to take care 
of the sister’s house and cat, which has developed an emotional transition to his 
character (implicitly this appears as a reflection of his friendship with the sisters). 
Muallaf arrives at its resolution when Brian is portrayed as going back again to see 
his mother, to seek her forgiveness and to find closure for their conflict. At the same 
time, the sisters (Ani and Ana) stay with their father, and they take care of him after 
he has suffered a stroke. The final shot establishes the sister’s bungalow, with Brian 
arriving and rushing into the house. The story ends with an open-ended question 
concerning the relationship between Brian and Ani.  
The film illustrates a different type of storytelling in which Muallaf does not 
apply a linear narrative structure. Similarly to the structure of Gubra, this film also 
exhibits a complex structure with its non-chronological sequencing of the story. 
Considering this type of plot structure as a mark of the director’s authorial feature, 
Muallaf utilises visual intercuts and flashback techniques inbetween scenes to show 
various causal events. The structure of Muallaf portrays the life quest of an 
individual as the causal event, which arises from the traumatic experience of the 
main protagonists, Brian and Rohani, who were abused by their fathers. The film 
portrays a distinctly gendered violence (in relation to a boy reading a woman’s 
magazine and a girl refusing beautification), wielded by fathers, as a major problem 
in both families (Brian and Ani) which has resulted in the children withdrawing 
from their families. Muallaf depicts a man, Brian, who is more tormented in life than 
the women (Ani and Ana), and he finds the answer to his quest through the morality 
in both women. Both Ani and Ana are also pursuing the life they desire.  
 
6.5.1 Muallaf: patriarchal oppression in the name of religion 
Throughout the protagonists’ life quests, love emerges as a significant value; the 
film defines love mainly from the perspective of parents and how they express love 
for their children. However, love also surfaces differently in Muallaf, since it has 
turned to violence, as the parents, particularly the fathers, become abusive toward 
their children. As the plot develops and disruption occurs, Muallaf reveals the 
meaning of love, which is in juxtaposition to the violence and abusive act that 
happens in the family. A violent act by the patriarchal power (which is played as a 
villain) becomes the negative trait in the film. As shown in Figure 6.3 (a) below, a 
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notable scene is when Brian’s father drags him out of the room while shouting, 
“What kind of magazine are you reading? God will punish you!”; the father later 
pushes Brian into the car and drives away, leaving his mother behind. The scene 
ends with Brian crying after being left naked on the street near a public park. The 
father’s abusive act combined with his words of ‘God will punish you’ evokes 
religion to punish the child, which indirectly criticises an interpretation of religion as 
endorsing abusive behaviours. It also exposes multicultural values, as the criticism 
of the act of violence in the name of religion is a conflicting idea in any religious 
principles. Whereas the ‘naked’ punishment symbolises masculinity being removed 
from a young man (Brian), leaving him with humiliation.  
 
Figure 6.3 (a): Sequences of flashbacks concerning the abusive incidents involving 
Brian. 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
Ani asks Brian about going to church on 
Sunday, but Brian says he has not been 
going to church for many years.  
(Cut to flashback – Brian and his father) 
Ani: So who were the 
Christians that put you off 
church? 
 
 
2 
 
Father: What kind of 
magazine are you reading? 
God will punish you! 
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Sequence of traumatic events for Brian, 
which lead him to develop hatred toward 
his parents. 
3 
(Tracking shot) As a punishment, his 
father leaves him (Brian) naked on the 
street near a public park. Brian is crying 
loudly (out of guilt and embarrassment). 
Brian: Crying (loudly) 
 
Parallel to Brian’s experience, Ani suffers the violence wielded by her father too, 
which appears to be a way of expressing his concern for her. The following 
flashback scene in Figure 6.3 (b) (below) illustrates a similar meaning, with love 
turning to violence and abusive action. The scene of an argument between Ani and 
her stepmother about going to the hairdresser ends with a significant incident, as the 
father is seen shaving Ani’s hair. During the critical moment of the scene, the 
camera is located at a lower angle, from a close-up (CU) of Ani on the floor and 
moves up to establish the father, which signifies the superiority or power of the 
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father. The hair, which symbolises femininity, has been taken away from Ani and 
certainly reveals the violent act of the father. In both incidents, the punishment also 
appears gendered, as Ani’s refusal to go to a hairdresser causes her to be shaved, 
while Brian has been left naked for reading a woman’s magazine. 
 
Figure 6.3 (b): Sequences of flashbacks with abusive incidents of Ani. 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Ani’s stepmother: Darling, 
come, Mama will take you 
to the salon. I will do your 
hair exactly like mine” 
(touches Ani’s hair),  
Ani: One octopus in the 
house is enough. 
2 
 
 
Ani’s father enters the room and pushes 
her while shouting. She answers him back 
and the chaos begins as the father drags 
Ani. 
Father: Stop behaving like 
your stupid mother! 
Ani: Don’t call Mak 
(mother) stupid. 
(A chaotic sound from Ani’s 
loud cry) 
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3 
 
Ani and her father in the bathroom – a shot 
of her father holding a shaving knife (hints 
that the shaving punishment occurs) 
 
Background music: 
Slow and melancholic  
(Ani sobs while waiting for 
her punishment) 
4 
 
 
After praying, Ani (on the right) takes off 
her telekung (prayer cloth) and reveals her 
‘shaved head’ to Ana (left). They are 
comforting one another after the incident.  
Background music: 
Slow and melancholic (to 
reflect the sad feeling of the 
scene) 
 
As both abusive incidents are parallel in establishing disruption in the film, it is 
important to recognise how Muallaf represents the family as a contradictory space of 
violence and abuse, primarily in the name of religion, and as a locus of love and 
forgiveness. The fathers exercise their patriarchal power, which is waged through 
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their abusive actions toward their children, but the children (Ani, Ana and Brian) are 
portrayed as forgiving and returning to their parents. In addition, the family unit, 
according to Donmez-Colin (2004, p.13) ‘functions as a mechanism to merge 
religious, social and political values through the representation of women in roles 
defines by their relationships with male figures’.     
 Apart from being a social criticism of family relations, Muallaf represents 
one meaning of morality, which involves returning to religion for conflict resolution. 
The returning process is symbolised in the character of Ani and Ana who appear as 
‘the helper’ guiding Brian in the quest to resolve his problems. Hence, Ani and Ana 
represent women as the bearers of moral and traditional values which function as a 
catalyst for moral transformations in the man. With helper roles, there is a 
conversion of one’s perception and personality, which is finally shown in the 
rewarding moment of Brian returning home to be reconciled with his mother and 
implicitly suggests that he attends church again. Both sisters have also returned to 
their family and have decided to take care of their father after he has suffered a 
stroke. Although the message is quite clear as to how fathers should treat their 
children (Hassan, 2013, p.240), these portrayals of reconciliation also contribute to 
the representation of love as a social commentary on the violence that happens in the 
family and as another means of restoring morality in the child. 
The action-reaction event that happens between Brian, the sisters (Ani and 
Ana) and their respective parents leads the narrative to the meaning of Muallaf, 
which signifies a restoration of morality through religious beliefs. The film does not 
represent Islam exclusively as signifying the ‘convert’; rather it explores the 
meaning of conversion via the representation of multicultural values. It signifies a 
political implication too, which is mainly for Malaysian society to reflect on and 
understand the importance of national unity, irrespective of race and religious belief 
(which later runs parallel to the concept of 1Malaysia initiated by the Prime Minister 
of Malaysia in 2009). The representation of family affairs and the abusive act by the 
patriarchal power in Muallaf also criticises a social issue that occurs in society. 
Domestic violence is viewed as taboo, particularly among Malaysians, and thus 
Muallaf signifies its social agenda in taking on such acts. Religion in general, and 
Islam in particular, is also represented as the answer to internal predicaments that 
leads to the meaning of forgiving and forgiveness. On the contrary, Muallaf raises 
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an important issue in that institutionalised violence (e.g. school caning) and 
patriarchal oppression are sometimes justified using religion.  
 
6.6 Talentime (Talent Show, 2009)  
Released in 2009, Talentime marks the final film directed by Ahmad. According to 
Ahmad, the film revolves around a mixture of emotions – i.e. ambition, jealousy, 
comedy, romance, and heartbreak – all of which are heightened through the days of 
the character’s journey through the auditions, rehearsals and preparations, running 
up to the big day of the talent contest. A static long shot of the school hall, with the 
lights coming on gradually to brighten the space, marks the opening scene of the 
film. The plot begins when a music teacher and school principal, Cikgu (Teacher) 
Adibah, is organising an inter-school Talentime. The talent competition unites two 
hearts, that of Melur, a mixed-lineage (of Malay-British descent) girl and Mahesh, 
an Indian male student. Melur, with her melodious voice, who is singing whilst 
playing the piano, is one of the seven finalists of the Talentime competition.  
Another finalist, Hafiz, a Malay male student, captivates the panel of teachers-cum-
judges with his vocals and his talent in playing the guitar. But Hafiz is dividing his 
time between his school and his mother, who is hospitalised for a brain tumour. At 
the same time, Kahoe, a Chinese male student is a continual rival to Hafiz; Kahoe 
feels intimidated and pressured because of Hafiz’s intelligence.  
Disruptions begin after seven students are assigned to transport the finalists 
back and forth – for the rehearsal session and the competition day. Mahesh, who is 
being assigned to transport the finalists, delivers the notice of successful audition to 
Melur (at her house), which marks the first meeting between Mahesh and Melur. 
Mahesh delivers the notice to Melur without a single word, and then leaves the 
house. On the next day, tragedy strikes Mahesh's family when his uncle Ganesh, 
who had been the caretaker of the family since the loss of Mahesh's father, is 
stabbed to death on his wedding day. After several days off from his task, Mahesh 
returns to transport Melur for the rehearsal. Melur thinks that Mahesh's silence is 
due to his grief over the tragedy, but later, she becomes furious, as she continuously 
feels ignored. One day, Melur confronts Mahesh for his silences and non-verbal 
reactions. Hafiz witnesses the incident, and thus he explains about Mahesh’s speech 
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and hearing impairment. Melur regrets the way she has treated Mahesh, and later 
develops a feeling of love and affection towards him. As Mahesh also begins to 
reveal his feelings toward Melur, mainly through his actions and sign language, he 
realises that the relationship will be opposed so he keeps it hidden from his mother 
who is still grieving over the death of uncle Ganesh. The climax occurs, as Mahesh’s 
mother learns of his relationship with Melur after he stayed overnight at Melur’s 
house. As soon as Mahesh arrives home (together with Melur and her mother), 
Jeyanthi (Mahesh’s mother) frantically beats him, thinking that she might ‘lose’ 
Mahesh as well (just like what happened to Ganesh). The incident leaves Melur in 
despair; her mother consoles her inside the car.  
Finally, the talentime night arrives, but Melur is feeling reluctant to attend. 
After some deliberation and encouragement from her sister, Melur finally turns up 
for the competition. On the same day, Hafiz’s mother passes away and Mahesh’s 
mother reads an email from the late uncle Ganesh to Mahesh; this is an email that 
Ganesh wrote about marrying someone you love and finding happiness in your own 
way, just like his sister (Mahesh’s mother). It is Melur’s turn to perform on stage, 
but she suddenly stops after seeing Mahesh standing at the side of the hall. She 
leaves the stage and runs toward Mahesh; they leave the building together. After 
they leave, the scene continues with the performance of Hafiz. Later, Kahoe enters 
the stage so they can perform together; this is a gesture of support and friendship 
from Kahoe to Hafiz, who has just lost his mother. The film ends in the way that it 
began, with a freeze frame of the hall, and then lights off. 
 
6.6.1 Talentime: an inter-ethnic affair and tragedy 
It is noticeable that Talentime revisits the themes of love, interfaith, family, 
tolerance and living in the multicultural society of Malaysia. The film exhibits 
chronological events that revolve around multiple incidents in the family which 
demand that they endure suffering and difficulty. Aesthetically, Norman (2011, 
p.36) argues that Talentime serves as a melodramatic mode that highlights the 
elements of sentimentalism and realism and the melancholic male protagonist - 
Mahesh, an Indian secondary schoolboy. However, this is not only about 
sentimentalism, but Mahesh's inner struggle to be 'heard' by his family concerning 
his feelings for Melur also transcends race and religion. Contrary to this, Melur’s 
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family is supportive of their relationship and they accept Mahesh as he is and his 
being with Melur. As Talentime is apparently set to operate within the melodrama 
framework, the narrative portrays the struggle of a family from a different ethnicity 
in order to preserve and negotiate changes, in particular among their members. 
 As Mahesh begins to explore the meaning of his love and affection for 
Melur, his family is tested with the demise of uncle Ganesh, who is killed by his 
Muslim neighbour on his wedding day (Figure 6.4 (a) below). This tragedy of inter-
ethnic murder occurs as the villain or the negative trait in the film. This intensifies 
Mahesh’s mother’s resentment toward Muslims and subsequently affects the 
relationship between Mahesh and Melur. The film does not portray the killing 
incident but is visualised through the aftermath of the tragedy. A high angle shot 
shows the demised Ganesh being cuddled by his crying sister (Mahesh’s mother), 
and surrounded by family members, police, paramedics and onlookers nearby. From 
an artistic point of view, the scene utilises the narrative gap or ellipsis, a cinematic 
technique that creates a time interval to indirectly narrate the whole event (Bordwell, 
1985, p.55).  
 The deployment of the narrative gap, which is deemed to be part of the 
director’s authorial feature (Norman, 2011, p.37), is also parallel to the cinematic 
technique of art film, mainly in adopting a looser narrative form that creates an 
ellipsis and a gap in the plot structure (Bordwell, 1985; Ndalianis, 2007). 
Simultaneously, the incident portrays a significant account by troubling the inter-
racial relation within a Malaysian context. Viewers may relate Ganesh’s tragedy to 
the actual inter-ethnic violence that broke out between the Malays and the Indians in 
the urban settlement of Kampung Medan, near Kuala Lumpur, in 2001 (Norman, 
2011, p.37). This similarity can be deemed incidental, but more importantly, there is 
the idea that the event problematises Islam specifically and Muslims in general. 
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Figure 6.4 (a): Sequence of inter-ethnic tragedy occurring in Mahesh’s family 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
The celebration for Ganesh’s wedding. 
 
The sound of a traditional 
Indian music instrument. 
2 
 
The ambient sound of an 
ambulance and family 
members crying over the 
death of uncle Ganesh. 
 
Mahesh’s sister: Ma… 
 
3 
 
Mother (crying): He’s gone 
Mahesh! 
4 
 
Background music of  
melancholy.  
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5 
 
The sound of prayer during 
the funeral ceremony 
(Indian tradition). 
 
In the following scene between Mahesh’s sister (Bhavani) and their mother 
(Jeyanthi), who is still mourning from the tragic incident, the mother describes 
Muslims with regret and points out, “They are praying all the time, but have no 
conscience. They have no love in them; they have no love for God.” The above 
quote illustrates the perception about Muslims after the tragic inter-ethnic murder 
portrayed in the film Talentime (Talent Show, 2009). From the dialogue, Mahesh’s 
mother addresses regret and disappointment after a Muslim neighbour kills her 
brother, Ganesh, on his wedding night. The incident portrays an unpleasant inter-
ethnic incident between Muslim and Hindu culture, and tends to illuminate a subtle 
commentary about the Muslim as the main ‘villain’ in the multicultural setting of 
Malaysia.  
While these words demonstrate a remorseful emotion from a sister (and a 
mother) with regards to the incident, the feeling also provokes the disturbing 
perception that the non-Muslim has towards Islam and Muslims, as a whole. In this 
case, Jeyanthi’s worries can be read as an expression that she might be losing 
Mahesh too, if he wishes to marry a Muslim woman. This impression may be linked 
to the fact that if a non-Muslim wishes to marry a Muslim in Malaysia, he or she 
will have to convert to Islam before the marriage can be legalised (Norman, 2011, 
p.40). As Semati (2011, p.118) argues that questioning religion or religious practices 
should not be equated as insulting anyone’s faith, the tragedy also articulates 
criticism towards acts of violence which are carried out in the name of religion as 
this is in contradiction to religious beliefs.  
Consequently, this troubling perception about Islam and Muslims leads the 
film to intensify the struggle in the relationship between Mahesh and Melur, mainly 
because of their racial and religious differences. Figure 6.4 (b) (below) illustrates the 
climax of the love story between Mahesh and Melur, as this romantic conflict 
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remains unresolved until the end because of its racial and religion implications. As a 
mark of the director’s work of art, the romantic situation between Mahesh and Melur 
is depicted through a stylistic long shot and a high-angle composition; this is mainly 
to establish the structure of space and time. For example, shot 1 in Figure 6.4 (b) 
below sets out the moving visual of Mahesh and Melur on their way home after the 
rehearsal ends. This moving shot at eye level composition portrays the real-world 
angle, a common view that shows subjects as we would expect to see them in real 
life. This neutral shot is then interconnected to the high angle shot of Mahesh-Melur 
(in shot 2), which Amir (2009, p.175) described their posture as the yin and yang, as 
they fall asleep while waiting for Melur’s parents to come home from their trip 
(Melur’s family’s helper, Aunty Mei Ling is in the house too). This ying and yang 
symbolism also represents both protagonists are in need of each; a complimenting 
gesture in their love story.  As the camera is angled down towards the subject, it can 
be read that the subject (Mahesh-Melur) appears in a form of submissive appeal and 
they are powerless, particularly concerning their romantic affair.  
 
Figure 6.4 (b): The climax of Mahesh-Melur’s relations 
Shot 
no. 
Visual/Description Sound 
1 
 
Ambient sound of vehicles 
on the road. 
2 
 
Slow and melancholy 
music. 
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3 
 
A commotion occurs in front of Mahesh’s 
house. Orked’s mother (next to the car) runs 
to rescue Mahesh. 
Mahesh’s mother shouting 
out of anger. 
 
It is apparent that the talent show in this film serves as a meeting point for 
diverse characters. In the case of the other finalists, Hafiz and Kahoe, it establishes 
the inter-ethnic rivalry within the backdrop of racial subjectivity. The conflict occurs 
as Kahoe, a Chinese male student who always feels intimidated and pressured 
because of Hafiz’s intelligence. One notable scene is when Kahoe is accusing Hafiz 
of cheating in an examination; thus, Hafiz is required to attend for re-examination. 
Hafiz manages to maintain high marks (as in the previous examination), and the 
teacher advises Kahoe to end his prejudice towards Hafiz; this also proposes a 
commentary about the general preconception concerning ethnicity among the 
Malaysians as a whole. On the contrary, Hafiz is portrayed as challenging the 
stereotypical representation of the ‘lazy’ Malays in society. The final show of 
Talentime depicts a performance by Hafiz, and surprisingly, Kahoe appears on stage 
to accompany Hafiz. Apart from entertaining audiences, the performance also 
renders the idea of reconciliation between both characters and significantly reflects 
inter-ethnic harmoniousness within the context of Malaysia.   
 
6.7 Conclusion 
In essence, the ‘art cinema’ and the politics of representation adopt the concept of 
realism (as mentioned in Neale, 1981, p.14), which stands in contrast with the 
features marking mainstream films. This chapter has provided an analysis of 
selected films by Ahmad – i.e. Sepet (2004), Gubra (2006), Muallaf (2008) and 
Talentime (2009); it is noticeable that these films articulate a re-representation of 
CHAPTER 6  208  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
religion, gender and ethnic group within a multi-racial Malaysian society. Bergan 
(2009) describes the work of the film director, Ahmad, as being part of that of a new 
generation of filmmakers who reflect the wide ethnic and cultural diversity of their 
country. Also, analysing these films is to derive a sense of where Ahmad thinks 
Malaysian society (in particular that of the Malays) is heading with respect to 
development, progress, social change and cultural values. 
In Malaysia, racial and religious identities are intertwined; hence to raise 
questions about Islam is to question Malay supremacy (Khoo, 2007: Sharifah 
Zaleha, 1997). Sharifah Zaleha (1997, p.26) also asserts that some still prefer to self-
reflect through Islam and what is presumed to be Islamic culture. For that reason, 
there are several movements which draw upon indigenous philosophy, secular 
ideologies and the religion of Islam to formulate Malay identity as a response to the 
modernising challenge. Aesthetically, several analyses found that it is apparent that 
these films employ melodramatic appeal in their narration style (as discussed in 
Norman, 2011; Hanita, 2015; Sim, 2009). But on the other hand, these films bring 
forward the idea of Islamic film from the perspective of embracing and troubling the 
representation of Islam and morality; hence they illuminate the notion of reframing 
race and religion in a scheme of moderation and also in accommodating others. 
They are addressing interfaith tolerance and respect between the three main ethnic 
groups. In the spirit of social diversification, the central characters of all films 
represent three major ethnicities – Malay, Chinese, and Indian – and these are 
portrayed as embracing their faith and beliefs as well as practising traditional 
customs within modernity (temporal relation), mainly for the purpose of achieving 
resolution. An analysis of the inter-ethnic characters means that the films are bound 
to be a reflection upon contradictions, mainly within a specific condition of 
Malaysian multicultural society. From the way the plot and characters are framed, 
these films bring forward the idea of Islamic film from the perspective of embracing 
and at the same time questioning the representation of Islam. This ‘framed’ situation 
allow audiences to recognise different ways of understanding race and religion. 
Another pivotal theme is that these films are also structured around gender in 
relation to Islam, with the emphasis on an active role for the female protagonist 
within the patriarchal structure (Gledhill, 1987, 2007; Hanita, 2015; Khoo, 2006). 
Ahmad mobilises Islamic religion to argue on gender representation. In contrast to 
the melodramas, Ahmad portrays an imam who supports a sex worker and 
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understands the structural underpinnings of sex work i.e. the woman has to sell sex 
to support her child and herself. This stands in contrast to melodramas that condemn 
sex work and juxtapose mothers to whores. Despite the tribulations and the 
institutional power of the family (parents or husband and wife), these female 
characters represent the educational mechanism in their sociocultural background. 
Besides which, to enhance and empower the female position within the norm of the 
socially subordinate condition of women, these narratives also evoke a ‘redefinition’ 
of Malay-Muslim womanhood in Malaysia. For example, Martin (2014, p.409) 
argues that the contemporary Malay-Muslim woman, as shown through the women 
in Orked’s home, is reflexive to adat as much as she is to religion; thus this gives an 
impression about the brand of Islam that the films portray. Ahmad’s depiction of 
modern Malay-Muslim women protagonists also signifies a sense of resisting the 
fundamental assumption of Western cultural domination. In a particular context, 
they exemplify Ong’s (1995, p.160) description that the competing images of the 
Malay woman and family are key elements in the social construction of modern 
Malaysian society.  
As the above analyses have shown, the art films by Yasmin Ahmad 
mobilises Islam to execute a critique of Malaysian society and its inequality and 
suppression of women both in family and society. Therefore, it is worth to underline 
that she can be considered an Islamic director despited all the criticism from 
conservatives. 
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CHAPTER 7 
 
Conclusions and discussions 
 
7.1 Summary of the thesis 
This research has analysed the representation of Islam in selected Malaysian 
‘Islamic’ films from 2004 to 2013. This study is grounded in a notion of 
representation, particularly in examining how genre influences the way in which 
Islam/religion is represented in the Malaysian context. One of the contentions of this 
thesis is that genre shapes representation in such a manner that rather than talking 
about Malaysian Islamic cinema in the singular, we can recognise different Islamic 
cinemas, following different genre conventions.  
The study makes an original contribution to literature on Malaysian cinema 
in two main respects. Firstly, it is among the first scholarly discussions of Malaysian 
cinema that can be defined as Islamic. The topic has sparked debate among industry 
and in the media, mainly about whether or not Malaysian films adhere to Islamic 
principles (as discussed in Khoo, 2006b; Norman, 2013a; Rosmawati et.al, 2011; 
Hanita, 2015). However, scholarly discussions of these films are scarce. Secondly, 
the study contributes to research on Malaysian cinema and Islam by looking at it 
from the perspective of genre. The study reveals, first, how Malaysian films create 
new hybrid genres, interweaving international and local influences. Second, it 
highlights how representation of Islam and its moral values change significantly 
from genre to genre, illuminating an often neglected aspect in the study of religion 
and film, particularly in the Malaysian context. Furthermore, studying the 
intersection of religion and genre in Malaysian cinema reveals specific plays of 
power, such as the silencing of non-Malay people and their concerns as well as how 
depiction of women to aid the plot development in these religious films often ends 
up representing them in classical ways as passive and as fallen women or whores, 
monsters or as mothers or bearers of moral principles. These themes highlight the 
interconnected nature of genre, meaning, power and social context. 
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From the perspective of genre, cinematic conventions for representation and 
narrative structure often account for the similarities and differences between 
individual films. Genres establish boundaries for cinematic conventions. However, 
they go through changes, developing and overlapping with one another, thus 
demonstrating the fluidity and flexibility of genre boundaries (Grant, 2007; Deleyto, 
2011; Grindon, 2011). Looking at the different aspects of the representation of Islam 
in different genres in Malaysian film, two main premises can be articulated from this 
empirical analysis: the films’ construction of different versions of Islam/religion and 
the representation of gender in Malaysian Islamic films. 
 
7.2 The representation of Islam/religion in different film genres 
From the genres of horror, comedy, melodrama to art film, this research has 
analysed how each genre represents Islam/religion and its morality and values 
differently. As mentioned before, the classical cinematic genres change and acquire 
new meanings in the Malaysian context. The predominant structure of most of the 
films revolves around the main protagonist’s quest. However, different genres differ 
in terms of how this life quest is structured and represented. The key findings of the 
narrative analysis of the horror and comedy genres demonstrate that the quest 
develops around a male predicament, in which a male protagonist sets out to achieve 
an individual desire, such as fame, fortune, love and sexual gratification. In 
melodrama and art house the protagonists are female, and the quest is more 
complicated. The plot structure of melodrama relishes female sacrifice and 
endurance in the face of adversity and the art house from Yasmin Ahmad oscillates 
between a quest to address oppression and injustice and to seek reconciliation or 
forgiveness. 
The horror films (in Chapter 3) exemplified the structure of the male quest of 
desire (for fame, fortune and women) that shifts them away from the moral path. 
The male characters in Al-Hijab, Niyang Rapik, and Khurafat who seek to attain 
fame and fortune end up being punished by the supernatural forces that are 
associated with traditional Malay beliefs. The plot structure of these horror films 
follows the conventional horror genre that does not incorporate a happy ending or 
closure. The film endings exhibit open-endedness in Al-Hijab and Niyang Rapik, 
which leave the audience in suspense as to what will happen next for the main 
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characters as their fate is unclear. For Khurafat, it ends with the death of the main 
male character.  
The films of Al-Hijab, Khurafat and Niyang Rapik articulated the 
intersection between traditional Malay beliefs (including adat) and religious 
(Islamic) principles, expressed through the representation of social taboos in Malay 
culture, particularly in obtaining superior power to gratify needs and desires. The 
way in which these narratives represent Islam within the Malay culture is through 
the contradiction between affirming traditional Malay beliefs in sorcery and witch-
hood and Islamic allusions to hijab and verses of the Quran (as a solution to the 
character’s struggle). In essence, the depiction of monsters embodies traditional 
horror narratives as a representation of figures of menace and the iconography of 
horror (emphasised in Baca, 2009, p.8). Therefore, as the extension to the traditional 
iconography of horror, Islam in these horror narratives insinuates cultural 
representations of Islamicisation (i.e. religious Islamic ideals) and traditional and 
mythical Malay beliefs (i.e. adat and other pre-Islamic ritual, including superstition 
or black magic and belief in supernatural beings).  
On the other hand, this account of horror also represents a social 
commentary concerning the contradiction between modernity and traditional values 
of Malay society. The Malay character and Islam-centrism is represented as being in 
juxtaposition with modernity and the traditional beliefs of the Malay-Muslims. In 
essence, the films draw on the powerful social tradition of black magic and sorcery 
to attract viewers to these phenomenally popular films. At the same time, the films 
call for Muslims to return to the fundamental teachings of Islam in dealing with 
supernatural conflicts. By oscillating between affirming traditional beliefs and 
Islam, this horror narrative highlights and capitalises on these contradictions in 
Malaysian society. 
The plot structure for comedy (in Chapter 4) similarly revolves around the 
male protagonists’ quest for fame and fortune (in Syurga Cinta and Ngangkung), 
which has caused them to drift away from the path of Islam and morals. For Ustaz, 
Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! , which was explicitly labelled as an Islamic comedy, the 
narrative represents a journey of morality and life principles for the main male 
protagonists (Muiz and Dadu). Although the term ‘Islamic comedy’ may suggest a 
contrasting vision between religion and humour, this variety seems to have 
acknowledged a contextual cultural and religious understanding. As the plot 
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develops, by way of exhibiting how these male protagonists fulfill their desires, they 
tend to commit actions that are represented as immoral and against Islamic religious 
principles (e.g. gambling, supernatural belief in Ngangkung; a materialistic and 
western lifestyle in Syurga Cinta; and being turned from the Muslim way of life in 
Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang!).  
The analysis of the plot structure in these comedies explicitly highlights 
incongruity in the life quest of the main male characters. Parallel to the horror 
structure, this conflicting element dwells on a contradiction between Islamic 
principles and morality and traditional Malay beliefs or Western culture. In other 
words, the transgression of values and norms in the Malay-Muslim context 
illustrates the contradictions of modernity. These comedies resolve these 
contradictions by affirming Islamic principles against values deemed immoral, such 
as greed, superstition, ignorance and Western, secular materialism. Also, these films 
subscribe to the essential code of comedy by utilising a comedic appeal through a 
combination of dialogue and physical gags to induce laughter and simultaneously to 
deliver didactic messages about morals that drive the classical transformation 
narrative. The ending patterns exhibit a closure that suggests religion (i.e. Islam) and 
its moral path serve as a resolution that proposes an ideal way of life. Although the 
plot structure in the comedic plot is in parallel to the traditional horror structure, i.e. 
a man’s quest for fame, fortune and women, and the direct structure of causal events 
that revolves around the men’s quest for morality, these comedies have a happy 
ending, which stands in juxtaposition with the horror ending of being perpetually 
haunted and death.   
The plot for Islamic melodrama (Chapter 5) represents the point of view of 
the main female protagonists (Nur in Nur Kasih the Movie and Saidah in 7 Petala 
Cinta) through the depiction of their sufferings, endurance, trials and tribulations. 
While the challenges that both women face enable the films to produce the patterns 
of a woman’s emotion (e.g. sadness, happy or delighted, and determined), the films 
also address the difficulties produced by the female predicament and patriarchy, e.g. 
rejection and abandonment by men. As shown in the analysis, in which the 
melodramas foregrounded the female experience, Salam Cinta portrays the 
conversion of a male protagonist (Amirul’s return to the path of morality). The 
female protagonist films are not about conversion narrative, but they represent 
stability, enduring hardships, and embraces spiritual strength. In other words, these 
CHAPTER 7  214  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
films acknowledge the sufferings of the main protagonists in their quest for love and 
spiritual guidance (from a man/woman and from God) and symbolically represent 
Islam as fundamental in transforming people’s lives through its call for morality, 
which shifts people from antagonistic behaviour towards a moral path. 
On another note, this study also identifies an important dimension in the 
analysis of culture and tradition in the three main genres of horror, comedy and 
melodrama. The analysis has identified that these genres are strongly connected to 
Malay and Islam, which also signifies mono-culturalism, i.e. a depiction of one 
ethnic group, specifically the Malay-Muslim community. Since racial and religious 
identities are intertwined in the Malaysian context, to raise questions about Islam is 
to question Malay supremacy (Khoo, 2007: Sharifah Zaleha, 1997). Therefore, the 
representation of mono-culturalism with respect to the Malay-Muslim sheds light on 
the kind of Islam that these films invoke, which illuminates the status quo for Islam 
as the major and official religion of Malaysia. 
While this meaning trajectory proposes that the authority of the dominant 
may be undeniable, what it represents can also be read against itself. In this context, 
Ng’s (2014, p.443) argument can be reiterated, which proposes that this type of 
representation may foreground what is otherwise unspoken and allows the idea of 
providing space (i.e. film) for competing ideologies to root, which is coherent with 
the concept of living in a multi-faith country like Malaysia. These films address 
specifically the traditional beliefs of one ethnic group, the Malays, with Islam as a 
single religion; they remain silent on the idea that there are other ethnicities with 
their own belief systems and religions in Malaysia. Therefore, the films play out the 
contradiction between traditional Malay and Islamic beliefs, but do not address other 
ethnic groups.   
Since the notion of contested meaning suggests a basis for ideological 
exploration, the final analysis of Malaysian art films in Chapter 6 (all directed by the 
late Yasmin Ahmad) stands in contrast with other mainstream films. Rather than 
representing Islam ‘exclusively’ within the Malay-Muslim circle, the analysis of 
Sepet (2004), Gubra (2006), Muallaf (2008) and Talentime (2009) has articulated a 
representation of religion, gender and ethnicity within a multi-ethnic Malaysian 
society. From the plot structure point of view, these films exhibit a complex 
structure with their non-chronological sequencing of the story, especially for Gubra 
and Muallaf. Gubra manipulates the breaks of plot to achieve artistic and political 
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effect across the boundaries of racialised religion. Similarly, Muallaf exhibits a 
structure of non-chronological sequencing. Both films utilise intercut shots and 
flashback techniques inbetween scenes to expose the different events that eventually 
serve as the causal chain. The structure of Muallaf portrays the life quest of an 
individual as the causal event, which arises from the traumatic experience of the 
main protagonists, Brian and Rohani (and her sister, Rohana), who were abused by 
their fathers. Brian, who is more tormented in life than the women (Ani and Ana), 
finds the answer to his quest through the morality of both women. Both Ani and Ana 
are also pursuing the life they desire. In the case of Talentime, the film exhibits 
chronological events that revolve around multiple incidents in the family which 
demand them to endure suffering and difficulty. A love story between high school 
students, Mahesh (an Indian young man, who also has speech and hearing 
impairments) and Melur (a Malay-Muslim young woman) has highlighted elements 
of sentimentalism and realism concerning Mahesh's inner struggle to be 'heard' by 
his family with respect to his feelings for Melur. 
As shown in the analysis, it is apparent that these art films employ 
melodramatic appeal in their narration style but on the other hand, they acknowledge 
the importance of interfaith tolerance and respect between the three main ethnic 
groups (Malay, Chinese, and Indian). The central characters of all these films 
represent these three major ethnicities and they are portrayed as embracing their 
individual faiths and beliefs, as well as practicing traditional customs within 
modernity to achieve a resolution. The portrayed situation illuminates that Ahmad’s 
film allow audiences to recognise different ways of understanding race and religion. 
Whilst there are many excellent analyses of Ahmad’s films (e.g. Khoo, 2007; Ang, 
2007; Amir, 2009, 2010; Norman, 2011; Hanita, 2011, 2015; Martin, 2014; Beng, 
2015), the current study locates these art house films in the broader context of 
Malaysian films about Islam, highlighting how they both depart from and confirm 
some of the key tenets of this broader cultural and religious sensibility. 
One key interpretation can be made from the plot structure of the art films. 
All films portray intercultural relations and love affairs between ethnic groups. This 
portrayal creates dramatic conflicts as the troubling perception of Islam and 
Muslims in these art films intensifies the struggle in the multi-ethnic relationship 
because of racial and religious differences. For example, a conversation between 
Keong and Orked in Sepet about the Malay and Chinese articulates the issue of 
CHAPTER 7  216  
 
 
Suria Hani binti A.Rahman  2018 
ethnic subjectivity and identification, which seems to have become a general belief 
among Malaysians. The inter-ethnic romantic relationship of a young couple, 
Mahesh (Indian) and Melur (Muslim) in Talentime, is exaggerated by Mahesh’s 
mother’s anxiety that she might be losing Mahesh if he wishes to marry a Muslim 
woman. This impression is connected to the fact the non-Muslims have to convert to 
Islam if they want to marry a Muslim in order for the marriage to be legalised. For 
the film Gubra, the anxiety is articulated through the contestation of the Malay-
Muslim identity (for example, the events about the bilal and the ‘untouchable’ 
subject matters of a dog and a sex worker). Nevertheless, these Malaysian art films 
articulate that religion in general (and Islam in particular) is bound to be a reflection 
of the specific conditions of a Malaysian multi-cultural society. It renders the answer 
to the internal predicaments that lead to the meaning of forgiving and forgiveness (in 
Muallaf) and illuminates the way to deal with the anxiety over the sensitivities of the 
Malay-Muslims and non-Muslims, in order to preserve and negotiate the changes 
that have occurred among themselves  (in Sepet, Gubra, and Talentime). 
Moreover, it is important to consider from an analytical perspective that the 
representation of Islam in this study offers a diverse perspective on the types of 
Islam that all the films have portrayed. Embedded in the structure of the narrative, 
Islam is represented in both direct and metaphorical ways. Firstly, Islam and its 
morality serve as a resolution to the human predicament and, in the end, propose an 
ideal way of life. By this, a rewarding experience awaits the main protagonists for 
enduring their trials and tribulations, which also result in a life transformation. For 
example, the male protagonist changes from a corrupt and misguided individual, i.e. 
the ‘black’ and ‘white’ character (as in horror, comedy and melodrama), to a 
virtuous and devout man. For Nur Kasih the Movie (as in section 5.3), the quest for 
love, which revolves around the suffering and endurance of the female protagonist, 
Nur Aminah, in seeking happiness for her family. In this melodrama, the family 
unit, as much as it is a site of struggle, also fits in with the gendered narrative, with 
the emphasis on an active role for the female protagonist within the patriarchal 
structure. By way of contrast, a family unit in Muallaf represents the family as a 
contradictory space of violence and abuse, primarily in the name of religion, and as 
a locus of love and forgiveness. The fathers exercise their patriarchal power, which 
is waged through their abusive actions toward their children, but the children are 
portrayed as forgiving and returning to their parents.   
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Secondly, from the analysis of art films (Chapter 6), Islam is being 
represented within the circle of the multi-ethnicity of Malaysian society. With 
respect to the female characters of Orked, Ani, Temah and Melur, these films 
metaphorically reflect the notion of reframing religion and ethnicity within a scheme 
of moderation and also of accommodating others. As exhibited in Sepet, Gubra, 
Muallaf, and Talentime, the ‘brand’ of Islam represented embraces the themes of 
love, tolerance, and forgiveness, but it has been redefined through tackling sensitive 
subjects such as the interracial relations between young people and also the Malay-
Muslim supremacy. Ahmad’s incorporation of aesthetic and moral contestations and 
cinematic visions in these films also reflects her authorial signature, which brings to 
the fore a set of themes that marks the director’s work as personal. Therefore, this 
finding supports the connection between stylistic appeal and the author-centered 
narration strategy as well as acknowledging that many art filmmaking movements 
are engaged with the social and political upheavals of the era. According to 
Bordwell and Thompson (2010), this stylistic and author engagement allows the film 
author (director) to perform radical experiments with editing (for example, 
discontinuous editing), visual style and narrative as part of the general break with 
the traditional paradigm (ibid, p.381-383). Interestingly, the films incorporate 
commentary and questions that arise but are not answered in the end. In the case of 
Ahmad’s films, it is apparent that these films illuminate commentaries and questions 
about the issues of inter-ethnic relationships and gender, which to some degree, 
remain unanswered in order for the audience to produce its own interpretation.  
As the above discussions have shown, it is worth acknowledging that the 
dynamic of the genre and the representation of meanings are shaped by the context 
within which the film is made. Therefore, analysing how Islam and society are 
represented is contextually determined, in this case by the specific history of 
Malaysia and its sociocultural background, and not by a particular ‘pious’ and 
‘correct’ version of Islam.  
 
7.2.1 The representation of gender in different genres of Islamic film 
The analysis of different genres and their relationship with the representation of 
Islam that is presented in this research also illuminates another important feature of 
film: the representation of gender. All cinematic genres discussed in this research 
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have articulated the contextual interpretation of gender relations. The ways in which 
these genres shape the structure of the films is through focusing on gender roles and 
their relationship to Islam, and emphasis is given to the role that the female 
protagonist portrays within the patriarchal structure. While the generic horror 
convention plays out the gendered binaries of male-active characters that are always 
in a life quest situation, the female is portrayed in her stereotypical and passive 
character, i.e. as a monstrous creature or ghost, thus affirming the tendency to 
demonise socially marginal women. In all three horrors discussed (Al-Hijab, 
Khurafat and Niyang Rapik), women represent a monstrous manifestation that 
haunts the main male characters and at the same time is utilised in generating fear 
and hostility throughout the films. In one key scene in Khurafat, a night scene when 
Johan is visiting Ana’s body in the mortuary where he works, he feels that 
something is approaching him. As he stops and tries to observe the room, the camera 
establishes a creature behind Johan (as in Figure 3.2 (b), p.71). The rest of the scene 
displays Johan’s reaction as he detects something terrifying, and the viewer 
witnesses his reaction upon seeing the female monstrous creature and his attempts to 
escape. Similarly, several scenes from both films, Al-Hijab and Khurafat, portray 
the female monstrous creature’s features as being drenched in blood, which 
symbolises horror, shame and humiliation. In addition, the findings support the 
argument that these kinds of compelling images of women in bloody rags represent 
an account of fear of and hostility towards women, either as monsters or victims 
(Creed, 1986; Jancovich, 2002).      
From horror films to comedy and from melodrama to art house, it is 
observable that the way in which these genres shape the plot structure of the films is 
by focusing on gender roles and their relation to Islam. The male characters in 
horror and comedy narratives appear to be active protagonists, constantly facing 
trials and tribulations as well as being the ones that need to make moral decisions. 
On the other hand, female characters function in a passive and supporting role, 
either as objects, i.e. symbols of sex and sin as in the female characters at the club in 
Syurga Cinta and Khurafat, or in the character of monsters in Al-Hijab and 
Ngangkung. Despite these frequently portrayed female characteristics, Syuhadah in 
Syurga Cinta and Suri’s character in Ngangkung represent the bearers of moral 
values and defy the stereotypical and oppressed representations of females in film 
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narratives, as an acknowledgement to the greater power of women in supporting the 
male quest. 
 In comparison to the gender depiction in melodrama (Chapter 5), the 
findings of this study have identified that the female characters are portrayed to 
maintain their active position in the face of adversity; hence, this confirms both 
female strength and stability, as well as affirming submission to circumstances or 
fate and Islam, i.e. the women do not rebel. Narratively, these findings also support 
the role of all lead female protagonists who continuously represent the role of moral 
bearer, appealing for a return to the path of Malay-Muslimness by juxtaposing the 
good and ‘pure’ characters to the ‘evil’ and dark character. At the same time, both 
the male and female Malay-Muslims in Nur Kasih the Movie, 7 Petala Cinta, and 
Salam Cinta are portrayed to be struggling characters involved in negative activities 
(e.g. drug abuse, street children, and prostitution). The films reinforce the ‘passive 
(suffering)’ (terms by Freeland, 1996, p.744) female character but equally represent 
the straight path of morality. This gender binary also demonstrates the idea that the 
female gender in an Islamic context is a contested space within this genre of film.  
In light of the female position portrayed in the genre, melodrama celebrates 
and acknowledges female strength and stability, but simultaneously embraces as 
well as affirms passivity. This finding also supports the argument that women are 
deployed as metaphors for often-conflicting aspects of modernity in popular, 
religious and official discourse (Stivens, 1998, p.93). The art film negotiates the 
representation of gender in more ‘complex’ social and political conditions that is not 
addressed in the populist film. For example, it addresses the issue of male-female 
interaction as a case of a taboo subject (for conducting violent and abusive acts and 
involvement as sex workers) that is sometimes justified using religion. Rather than 
represent an event of demonised religion in general, and of Islam in particular, 
Sepet, Gubra, Muallaf, and Talentime challenge gender roles and arrangements such 
as domestic violence, strict female dress code, racism and inter-ethnic relationships 
within the patriarchal structure. Analysing these films, to a certain degree, leads on 
to being able to derive a sense of where Malaysian society (in particular that of the 
Malays) is heading to with respect to development, progress, social change and 
cultural values. In this particular context, the narratives negotiate the connection 
between woman and modernity within the framework of a multi-cultural Malaysia. 
By embracing and troubling the representation of religion (Islam, in particular), 
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these films illuminate a social agenda of troubling gender representation in taboo 
subjects within the Malay-Muslim society. On the other hand, they also symbolise 
the work of ‘reframing’ religion and ethnicity in a scheme of moderation and also of 
accommodating others. 
This study also acknowledges that all films share a similar dynamic with 
regards to their specific genre conventions, with some modification in order to adapt 
to the Malaysian social and political context. The representation of gender binary in 
this study can be a means of affirming the discourse of female representation in the 
films. While all genres represent female characters in a passive and supporting role, 
they also acknowledge female strength and stability, as they also serve as the bearers 
of moral and traditional values for moral transformations in the man. In other words, 
this study enhances and empowers the female position within the norm of the 
socially subordinate condition of women.   
 
7.3 Suggestions for further research 
A close reading of all the films from the selected film genres have shed some light 
on how the socio-cultural and the political correlate with the films’ representation of 
Islam. Besides the dominant framework of Western film theory and its generic 
formula and qualities, the contestation of Islamic film from a Malaysian perspective 
illuminates how a part of ‘the East’ represents itself. Even though all the films were 
directed by Malay-Muslim directors and were produced in Malaysia, the analysis of 
each narrative represents a different version of Islam; this conveys an alternative 
Malaysian brand of Islam that extends from a traditional religious submission 
narrative to a gendered and patriarchal oppression narrative which is sometimes 
justified using religion. Since films also represent the cultural expression of a 
specific community, they deal with social contradictions, as different genres offer 
different solutions to these dilemmas of modernity.  
This study, nevertheless, has its limits. Firstly, this study has only 
concentrated on one contextual setting, i.e. Malaysian film. Since the Southeast 
Asian region also offers a variety of films that are linked to the representation of 
Islam and religion, it would be beneficial to carry out a comparison study of the 
films across the region to gain more inclusive and comparative evidence about the 
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representation of Islam/religion in film. Secondly, the findings illuminate the way 
that the Malaysian filmmakers represent Islam, religion, and gender through popular 
film genres, but they have been limited to the representation of a mono-cultural 
entity, i.e. the Malay-Muslim community and silence issues involving the non 
Malay-Muslim community. Therefore, it is important to note that in the future the 
study may be explored films by the non-Malay/Muslim (e.g. film by the Chinese-
Malaysian) and examine the depiction of gender and religion in its various genres. In 
addition, a study from an audience perspective and concentrate on reception analysis 
might give a different interpretation and discourse concerning the representation of 
religion and gender in Malaysian films.  
The rewarding aspect of this study is that discussions of the interconnected 
influences of Islam, Malay-ness and multi-ethnicity illuminate the various 
interpretations of Islamic film, from the political to the social and cultural point of 
view. It is worth reiterating that in the various genres analysed, a key narrative 
feature revolved around the life quest of main characters and continuous punishment 
for worldly or superstitious desires, ‘happy ending’ reward for abandonment of 
material and Western values, enduring of gendered hardships which reflecting both 
obedience and strength, and contradictory exposing and forgiving violence. 
Furthermore, this thesis discusses how religious and gendered subjectivities are 
made and remade in the intersection between Western conventions of cinematic 
genres and the specific cultural, religious and political context of Malaysia. Also, the 
analysis conducted acknowledges some of the styles of the Malaysian contemporary 
filmmaking, which partly reflect the wide ethnic and cultural diversity of the 
country.  
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FILMOGRAPHY 
 
7 Petala Cinta (2012, Azhari Zain) 
Adik Manja (1979, Hafsham) 
Aku Yang Berhormat (1983, Raja Ismail) 
Al-Hijab (2011, Pierre Andre) 
Antara Dua Darjat (1960, P.Ramlee) 
Bapa Saya (1951, B.S. Rajhans) 
Bas Konduktor (1986, Z.Lokman)  
Bukit Kepong (1982, Jins Shamsuddin) 
Cikgu Sayang (1983, Raja Ismail) 
Da Di Du (1981, Aziz Sattar) 
Dari Jemapoh ke Manchestee (2001, Hishamuddin Rais) 
Dia Ibuku (1981, Yassin Salleh) 
Dendam Pontianak (1957, B.N. Rao) 
Gergasi (1958, Diresh Ghosh) 
Gubra (2006, Yasmin Ahmad) 
Ibu Mertuaku (1962, P.Ramlee) 
Jejak Bertapak (1982, Jamil Sulong) 
Jogho (1998, U-Wei Haji Saari) 
Kabus Tengahari (1982, S.Sudarmaji/Sarimah) 
Kaki Bakar (1995, U-Wei Haji Saari)  
Keluarga Si-Comat (1975) 
Khurafat (2011, Shamsul Yusof) 
Laila Majnun (1933, B.S. Rajhans) 
Madu Tiga (1964, P.Ramlee) 
Manis-manis Sayang (1983, M.Amin) 
Mawar Merah (1986, Rosnani Jamil) 
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Minah Manja (1984, Z.Lokman) 
Muallaf (2008, Yasmin Ahmad) 
Musang Berjanggut (1959, P.Ramlee) 
Ngangkung (2010, Ismail Bob Hashim) 
Niyang Rapik (2010, Ahmad Idham Nadzri) 
Nujum Pak Belalang (1959, P.Ramlee) 
Nur Kasih The Movie (2011, Kabir Bhatia) 
Panglima Badul (1978, A.R. Badol) 
Penarek Beca (1955, P.Ramlee) 
Polis Evo (2015, Ghaz Abu Bakar) 
Pontianak (1957, B.N. Rao) 
Pontianak Harum Sundal Malam (2004, Shuhaimi Baba) 
Rahsia (1987, Othman Hafsham) 
Salam Cinta (2012, Azhari Zain) 
Semerah Padi (1956, P.Ramlee) 
Sepet (2004, Yasmin Ahmad) 
Setinggan (1981, Aziz Sattar)  
Si Badol (1980, A.R. Badol) 
Si Tora Harimau Jadian (1964, P.Ramlee) 
Spinning Gasing (2000, Teck Tan) 
Syurga Cinta (2009, Ahmad Idham Nadzri) 
Talentime (2009, Yasmin Ahmad) 
The Journey (2014, Chiu Keng Guan) 
Ustaz, Mu Tunggu Aku Datang! (2013, Pierre Andre) 
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